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This graceful memoir of Senator James Wolcott Wadsworth, Jr., by 
his grandson, Stuart Symington, Jr., is the first original work in a series of 
publications growing out of the Special Collections of the Milne Library at the 
State University of New York at Geneseo. It is fitting that it appears under the 
Milne Library imprint, for the histories of Geneseo and the Wadsworth family 
are inextricably bound together. The Village of Geneseo was founded by James 
and William Wadsworth, two well-born, ambitious brothers who came to the 
Genesee Valley from Durham, Connecticut, in the 1790s. Their descendants 
have maintained close connections with the College and the Village ever 
since. Indeed, at its founding in 1871, SUNY Geneseo was first called the 
Wadsworth Normal and Training School. The College stands on land donated 
by a Wadsworth; its establishment and early development was supported in 
part by the tireless efforts and philanthropy of this civic-minded family. That 
tradition continues to this day.
The appearance of Tagging Along is not merely a matter of local 
historical interest, however. The College and its libraries are pleased and 
honored to bring this valuable piece of history to a wider audience. First, it 
is a lively, affectionate memoir of a politician and statesman who was present 
at some of the major events of the twentieth century, a man who represents 
a conservative tradition rooted in respect for the soil and responsibility to 
his community—a tradition, sadly, very little in evidence in today’s civic and 
political life. Stuart Symington is moreover a learned and witty writer who 
brings his grandfather’s times to life. Through the eyes of a loyal grandson 
and the lively stories of his grandfather we look into the Yale of the 1890s, 
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a world that vanished with the G.I. Bill and the great expansion of American 
higher education. We see as well the military service of two generations of 
Wadsworths, from the Spanish-American War to World War II. Through the 
letters and recollections of his grandfather, backed by his own careful research, 
Symington also provides an insider’s view of major turning points in U.S. 
history: Versailles and the debate over the League of Nations; the nomination 
of Warren G. Harding; and Wadsworth’s successful efforts, with the help of 
General George C. Marshall, to pass—by a single vote—the extension of the 
Selective Service Act on the eve of Pearl Harbor. As Senator and Congressman, 
James W. Wadsworth, Jr., was there, and he made a difference. Tagging Along 
adds appreciably to what we know about his times.
Hartford House, the Regency-style manor house built by Senator 
Wadsworth’s own grandfather, the Civil War General James S. Wadsworth—
the place to which Symington returns time and again in his youth—still stands 
in the Village of Geneseo. It is the central symbol in Tagging Along and the fixed 
point to which the narrative returns. All of us are indebted to Stuart Symington 
for invoking the genius of this place and for explicating its meaning, not only 
in his life and the life of his grandfather, but also in our lives and the life of our 
nation.
Christopher C. Dahl
President, SUNY Geneseo 
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When my maternal grandfather, James W. Wadsworth, retired from 
Congress in 1950, some of his friends joined together to present him with a 
handsome square silver cigar box. Inscribed on the lid was a diagram of a 
baseball diamond. The bases were labeled. Home as such, first as Yale, second 
as Albany, and third as Washington. The labeled bases highlighted events in 
Grampa Wadsworth’s life and career: his birth in Geneseo, Livingston County, 
New York, in 1877; his selection by Walter Camp as an All-American baseball 
player when he played first base at Yale; his service in the New York Assembly 
in Albany, where he was elected Speaker of 
the House when only twenty-nine years of 
age; and his election to two terms as a United 
States Senator and nine terms as a 
Representative, representing western New 
York in the Congress of the United States in 
Washington, DC.
Of course, other important events 
occurred as Grampa circled the bases of 
life. After graduating from Yale in 1898, he 
enlisted in the U.S. Army as a private in the 
Spanish-American War, and later went to the 
Philippines for several months as a civilian 
commissary sales clerk. That same year, 
Grampa returned to his life work as a farmer 
My Grampa, James W. 
Wadsworth, Jr.
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and stockman in the Genesee Valley, interrupted by a stint, from 1911 to 1915, 
as manager of the huge JA Ranch in Texas, founded in 1876 by his Aunt Cornelia 
and her husband, John Adair.
In 1902, Grampa married Alice Hay, daughter of John Hay, Abraham 
Lincoln’s private secretary in the White House and later Secretary of State 
under Theodore Roosevelt. Grampa and Granny had three children. Their 
daughter, Evelyn, born in 1903, married my father, W. Stuart Symington III, 
in 1924. Two sons, James Jeremiah, born in 1905, and Reverdy, born in 1914, 
followed Evelyn’s birth.
At the time of his marriage to my mother, my father was working for his 
uncles in Rochester, New York, where I was born in 1925. My brother, James 
Wadsworth Symington, named after our grandfather Wadsworth, was born in 
1927. Our family lived in Rochester and Buffalo until we moved to New York 
City in the fall of 1933. Six years later, in 1939, we moved to St. Louis, Missouri.
Jim and I never knew our paternal grandfather, W. S. Symington II, who 
died in 1926. Before our widowed Grandmother Symington’s death in 1935, 
we spent one Christmas holiday with her at her home, Banbury House, on 
Gibson Island, Maryland, near Baltimore, a 
community developed by my Grandfather 
Symington and his brother, Tom.  
The grammar and secondary schools Jim 
and I were privileged to attend took up late in 
the fall, let out in May, and observed generous 
Christmas and Easter holidays. This enlightened 
policy enabled us to spend several weeks 
and months at a time with our Wadsworth 
grandparents over the course of a year. Jim and I 
got to know them very well.
My earliest vacation memories are of 
life at Hampton, my grandparents’ spacious, 
comfortable home at Hampton Corners, a 
road junction four miles south of Geneseo. Go 
straight, and you go to Groveland. Go right, 
across Canaseraga Creek, and you go to Mt. Morris. Go left, up the hill, and you 
My brother Jim (left), our 
friend and chauffeur Tom 
Hanby, and me, c. 1936
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are headed for Conesus Lake. Hampton burned down in 1932, and Grampa and 
Granny Wadsworth moved to his widowed mother’s home, Hartford House in 
Geneseo.
Built by his grandfather in 1835, it was the house where Grampa was 
born and grew up. I dimly remember the party in 1936 that celebrated its one 
hundredth anniversary. Its front parlor was still furnished just as it had been 
in the nineteenth century. Hartford House remained my grandparents’ New 
York home for the rest of their lives together. They lived in Washington during 
the winter. For Easter vacations we visited them there, first at 2800 Woodland 
Drive, and then at 3263 N Street, a couple of blocks from Wisconsin Avenue. 
We boys were inclined in our grandparents’ direction, so to speak, 
because throughout the Depression years of the early 1930s, our father was 
not around the house much. He had to spend most of his time on the road, 
struggling to put food on the table in hard times. And, truth to tell, when he was 
home he was not only charismatic, but intense, particularly on the subjects of 
good behavior in his absence, arithmetic marks in school, and physical 
development and athletics. In a word, Dad did not suffer klutzes, or fools for 
that matter, gladly. Jim and I were very nervous when he came back from a 
road trip on the weekend and posed the dreaded question to our mother, “Eve, 
have the boys been good?” Jim and I waited apprehensively. If Dad smoked out 
the wrong answer, we knew that a razor strop, a thick one, hung over the hot 
water tap in our parents’ bathroom.
Even if we 
survived the behav-
ior question, Dad re-
mained a somewhat 
distant and mysterious 
person to us before we 
moved to New York 
City. Curiously, we tried 
to learn more about 
him, perhaps get clos-
er to him, by examin-
ing the contents of his 
Hartford House, Geneseo, New York
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opened suitcase when he returned home from a business trip. When you are 
little, you have a much stronger sense of smell than you do in later life. Dad’s 
suitcase gave off a medley of powerful fragrances. To begin with, there was the 
strong leather smell of the suitcase itself, and the leather straps that held it to-
gether. Then came the aromas of shaving cream, Ipana toothpaste, Kreml hair 
tonic, and Mum deodorant. During Prohibition, air travel from western New 
York had hardly begun. Almost all long-distance travel was by train. All of Dad’s 
laundry was permeated with the smell of tobacco smoke—cigarette, pipe, and 
cigar—resulting from exposure in the smoking rooms of Pullman cars, where 
the men’s washbasins were located. When the train pulled into the station, Dad 
must have thrown his laundry into his suitcase pretty fast, because like as not 
a blue-striped Pullman towel would be tangled up with it when he got home. 
And finally, until the repeal of Prohibition occurred in 1933, business travel-
ers working out of the Niagara Frontier carried their own booze with them. 
So, carefully wrapped in some of that laundry would be a flask or a half-empty 
bottle of rye, the standard beverage of choice in those parts, or bourbon or 
scotch, with a cap to which clung a residual whiff of the contents.
Dad’s suitcase was a sort of treasure in a world of considerable strain. He 
was disappointed that his older son evidenced none of the outstanding athletic 
ability that stoked family pride. If I complained about unfriendly treatment 
from Billy Coppens, the boy who lived next door to our house on Middlesex 
Drive in Buffalo, Dad was unsympathetic. “Put the gloves on or forget it,” he 
said. His advice, while sound, was not comforting. No way was I going to whip 
Billy. He was bigger and stronger than I.
Furthermore, when Dad was home in Rochester or Buffalo, he moved 
pretty fast and was hard to catch. He always spent a lot of time on the phone, 
and was apt to be out the door to play competitive squash, tennis, or golf. It 
was hard to get his undivided attention. The only sure way to do so was to 
catch him when he was shaving. He had to stand still in front of the bathroom 
mirror, his face covered with lather, a hole in it for his mouth, for as long as it 
took him to carve off his whiskers with a big Rolls razor. During a conversation, 
he would emphasize his points by turning away from the mirror and waving 
the razor.
Dear Mom had her fish to fry, too. She did a lot of volunteer work all 
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her life, even though this was before the day of soccer moms. But by the time 
Jim and I were nine or ten years old, our parents had pretty much given up on 
the idea of full-time nurses. Even when we had a nurse, she tended to be a city 
person who stuck pretty close to the familiar territory of our grandparents’ 
house in Geneseo when we were visiting them there. At Hampton Jim and I 
gravitated to the back of the house and the servants’ hall. Diminutive Minnie 
Cahill, the Irish cook, held sway over the kitchen. She didn’t like small boys 
underfoot, tracking up her kitchen floor. So there, and later at Hartford House 
in Geneseo, we were told to go outdoors and play. In the late 1930s, Jim tended 
to hang out with our cousin Alice, when her father and mother, Uncle Jerry 
and Aunt Harty, were temporarily ensconced on the third floor at Hartford 
House. Starting when I was a small boy, I gravitated farther to the garage or the 
stables and barn, and the company of Tom Hanby, the chauffeur in Geneseo, or, 
at Hampton, of “Young” Tommy Servis, the farm manager, who with his wife 
Nellie lived up the hill on the nearby Lake Farm.
For all these reasons, I was drawn to my grandfather as an adjunct 
parent and mentor. For starters, he was easy-going. He was serene and 
unruffled by nature. I never saw him angry but once or twice in his life, never 
heard him raise his voice. His lifestyle made it easy for him to spend time with 
me without going out of his way. In those halcyon days, Congress went home 
for the summer, perhaps a reflection of an earlier age when many members 
of Congress were farmers and had to go home for the harvest. Congress took 
good long recesses at Christmas time and Easter, too. Furthermore, my cousin 
Alice was an only child. Uncle Reverdy, Mom’s other brother, didn’t get married 
until 1937, and his son Harry, also an only child, wasn’t born until 1941. Thus, 
I was the only grandson easily available for company.
In fairness to Dad, we saw a lot more of him when we moved to New 
York City. Economic conditions had improved somewhat by the late 1930s. 
During hot weather, when the storied sidewalks of New York were redolent 
with canine effluvia, we left town. Our family had a house on Shelter Rock Road, 
in Manhasset on Long Island. It was one of several on Greentree, the estate of 
Granny Wadsworth’s sister, Aunt Helen Whitney, the widow of Uncle Payne, a 
Yale classmate and friend of Grampa’s, and her daughter, cousin Joan Payson, 
Mom’s dear friend. Dad commuted to work in the city by car or the Long Island 
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Railroad and he had more time for his family. Year-round, he regularly took Jim 
and me to sporting events on the Island and in the city. Lucky boys, we saw 
polo, road racing and tennis, rodeos, circuses, baseball, hockey, football, and 
the fights at Madison Square Garden.
But every year, as summer wore on, we could hear our roots calling to 
us, and just about every year we would return to them by spending a month or 
so in Geneseo. Over the course of time, starting when I was twelve years old, I 
boarded and worked at three farms and commuted to a fourth from Hartford 
House. My first job was at the West Andeyhon Farm, working for Johnny Noble, 
as fine a man as his name implied. Come Saturday quitting time, Klemmie 
Hanby, Tom’s wife, would drive over to fetch me back to Hartford House, to 
spend Saturday night and Sunday visiting with Granny and Grampa.
 When Grampa was in Geneseo he usually drove himself around on 
visits to his farms. He liked to have company on these trips, and often invited 
me to go with him when I was a small boy. When he didn’t invite me, I pestered 
him for permission to tag along with him. As time passed, he continued to take 
me for what I was—a small boy to begin with, then a student, farmhand, and 
soldier. We spent a lot of time on the road together, driving around to farms, 
some of which were over thirty miles apart. Along the way, he did the talking, 
and I did the listening. Many of his stories related to times in his life when he 
was the same age that I happened to be at the time he told about them. In 
return, I observed 
him closely, 
listened to him 
intently, and tried 
to help out when I 
could. I wanted to 
please him.
Of course, I 
had other oppor-
tunities to spend 
time with Grampa 
as I grew up. We Office at One Main St., Geneseo, New York
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visited his congressional offices in the Longworth Office Building in Washing-
ton, and his office at One Main Street in Geneseo. At age twelve or so, I was old 
enough to come to the dinner table, and heard what went on around the table. 
Once in a while, he wrote me a letter, either neatly typed by his secretary, Miss 
Bessie Christian, or in his strong angular handwriting.
This memoir records the recollections of a grandson of the times he 
spent with a kind, wise, generous, and very patient grandfather. It focuses on 
events in Grampa’s life, as he related them to me over a span of some twenty 
years that ended with his death in 1952, against a background of family history. 
Our last conversation occurred over sixty years ago. But much of what he said 
about events that occurred upwards of one hundred years ago remains as fresh 
in my mind as if I heard it yesterday. Readers familiar with the biographies 
of Grampa and the Wadsworth family, written by Martin Fausold1 and Alden 
Hatch,2 will recognize some of these stories, perhaps in slightly altered form. 
Nevertheless, they seem worth retelling because Grampa saw fit to share them 
with me himself. Just as they were memorable to him, they have remained 
memorable to me.
-
1 Martin L. Fausold, James W. Wadsworth, Jr. (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1975).
2 Alden Hatch, The Wadsworths of the Genesee (New York: Coward-McCann, 1959).
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Grampa as a student at St. Mark’s, Southborough, Massachusetts
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Chapter 1
Family History  
and Curly Toes
Grampa displayed no particular interest in family genealogy, although 
he had a good deal of kinfolk by blood or marriage that either lived in the 
Genesee Valley or frequented it. The grown-ups included, when I was a boy, 
Mother’s two brothers, Uncle Jerry (James Jeremiah) and his wife, Aunt Harty, 
and Uncle Rev (Reverdy) and his wife, Aunt Ellie (Eleanor); Grampa’s sister, 
Aunt Harriet, and her husband Fletcher Harper, Harvard 1898; Cousins Craig 
and Bill Wadsworth; Cousin Porter Chandler; and Cousin Elise (Mrs. Austin), 
along with a mysterious White Russian couple, Max and Nelka Moukhanoff, 
who lived at Ashantee, Cousin Herbert’s place near Avon. Grampa never 
charted all those relationships for me. But he told me a good deal about his 
great-grandfather, James; James’ brother William; James’ son, James Samuel, 
the General, who was Grampa’s grandfather; and Grampa’s own father, James 
Wolcott Wadsworth, known as the Boss. When I was a small boy, I spent a little 
time with the Boss’s widow, Great-Grandma Wadsworth, before her death in 
1932. After the Boss died in 1926, she remained in deep mourning the rest of 
her life. Grampa also told me a little about his aunt, Cornelia Adair, for whom 
he had managed the JA Ranch in Texas. And once or twice his Aunt Tillie Gay, 
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his mother’s sister, visited Grampa and Granny on one of her periodic trips 
to the United States from Paris, France, where she had lived ever since her 
marriage to Walter Gay.
Long before the Revolutionary War, the Connecticut branch of the 
Wadsworth family settled around Durham and Hartford. One of the Hartford 
Wadsworths, Jeremiah, became rich and famous. He served as George 
Washington’s commissary general, and later in Congress.
After the Revolution, Jeremiah speculated in Niagara Frontier lands. In 
1790 he sent west his two young cousins, James, Yale class of 1787, and James’ 
brother William, to make their fortune and 
augment his own. Sadly enough the annals of 
Durham list the Wadsworths as significant slave 
owners in that community. Thus it was that with 
the two young men went Jenny, a female slave, 
apparently belonging to William. As a historian 
has delicately put it, she “catered to his every 
need.”3 Grampa never discussed the subject. 
William never married. While Jenny’s intriguing 
life story lies outside the scope of this memoir, it 
deserves further inquiry. James married Naomi 
Wolcott, a cousin of Oliver Wolcott, Secretary of 
the Treasury under George Washington, from 
whom the Boss and Grampa derived their middle 
names.
James helped to negotiate the Treaty of the Big Tree in 1797, whereby 
the Seneca ceded to the United States rights to their lands in the Genesee Valley 
and elsewhere along the Niagara Frontier.
Grampa’s version of James’ negotiations with a Seneca chief was no 
doubt apocryphal. According to Grampa, the chief took a liking to James. The 
two rode together to an eminence overlooking the broad and shallow expanse 
of the Genesee Valley, the fertile corn lands of the Seneca. The chief told James, 
“You can have as much land as you can see.” Eagle-eyed James responded 
by identifying faraway landmarks up, down, and across the valley. The chief 
3 Joseph C. O’Dea, Genesee Valley (Geneseo, NY: Castlerea Press, 2002), 9.
James Wadsworth,  
1768–1844
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grunted, “A deal’s a deal. But, white man, you see too much.”
James and William, along with James’ descendants, accumulated land 
in the Genesee Valley, some of which they farmed themselves, and much of 
which they rented out.
Hartford House has an oblong, high-ceilinged dining room, the French 
windows on its western short side opening to a panoramic view across the 
colonnaded back porch and up and down the Genesee Valley. A portrait of 
William hangs on the south wall, opposite the 
big fireplace. He wears the uniform of a general 
of the New York militia in the War of 1812. He 
looks romantically dashing, with piercing dark 
eyes and a few wisps of dark hair splayed across 
his forehead in the Byronic (or Napoleonic) 
fashion only recently resuscitated by Hollywood 
notables.
James’ son, James Samuel, became a 
prominent figure in public life in New York before 
the Civil War. Originally a Democrat, he broke 
with the party on the issue of slavery. He became 
a strong anti-slavery advocate and a founder of 
the Republican Party in New York State. Perhaps 
his abolitionist sentiments derived from what he 
had heard of or seen about what happened to 
Jenny, his Uncle Bill’s slave. Suffice it to say that 
James Samuel hated the slavocracy with a passion. 
A friend and supporter of Abraham Lincoln, James 
Samuel became a brigadier general of Union 
volunteers at the outbreak of the Civil War; served 
as military governor of Washington, DC; fought at 
Gettysburg; ran unsuccessfully for governor of 
New York as a Unionist Republican in 1863; and 
was mortally wounded at the head of his troops 
in the Wilderness in 1864, where he died in 
Confederate hands.
William Wadsworth,  
1761–1833
Gen. James S. Wadsworth,  
1807–1864
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Grampa pretty much let the General’s career speak for itself. But when 
I was twelve years old, he took me on a personally guided tour of Gettysburg, 
pointing out where the action had occurred on all three days. With my Argus 
camera, I took hazy pictures of what I saw. What excited me more than the New 
York memorial was the purchase of a .50 caliber lead bullet, the size of your 
thumb, with its nose flattened, that I made at the information center. Plenty of 
them were still being picked up from the battlefield as late as 1937.
Grampa also told me that the General refused to accept any pay for his 
service in the Union army, a fact that would haunt my conscience later on.
Many years later, confirmation of the esteem as man and soldier in 
which the General was regarded by common soldiers in both the Union and 
Confederate armies came from a most unlikely source. One night, in the run-
up to the 1960 presidential election, Dad, Mother, brother Jim, and I and our 
wives dined with Bernard Baruch in his New York apartment. In the course 
of dinner, Baruch said that his father, Simon Baruch, had been a surgeon in 
the Confederate army. Baruch said that his father, on his deathbed, recalled 
memories of the Civil War. The old Confederate told his son how he had 
been present when the body of the General was escorted back through the 
Confederate lines to the Union side for burial. The elder Baruch said that he 
had never forgotten how the ragged Confederate soldiers lining both sides of 
the road took off their hats as the wagon bearing the General’s body went by.
Grampa had been very close to his own father, the first James Wolcott 
Wadsworth, known as the Boss, despite their very different temperaments. 
Photos of the Boss during his prime, along with his sobriquet, suggest a 
character that could range from the imperious to the truculent. The Boss was 
a seventeen-year-old high school student when his father was killed in the 
Wilderness. Dropping out of school, he was commissioned in those informal 
days as a captain of Union volunteers, and served out the balance of the Civil 
War on the staff of General G. K. Warren. He was brevetted major for gallantry 
at Five Forks, and received his discharge at the age of eighteen.
Reminders of the Civil War remain prominently displayed in Hartford 
House to this day. They include crossed swords over the mantelpiece atop 
the fireplace in the front hall. The Boss’s Union forage cap dangles from the 
hilt of one of the swords. My brother Jim recalls that as a boy he scaled the 
13
mantelpiece, took down the hat, and went into the dining room to ask Grampa 
if he could wear it to town. His question provoked an indignant reply: “My 
father’s hat. I should say not.” Years later, at Uncle Rev’s suggestion, Jim atoned 
for his gaffe by taking the cap to town to be mended, and returned it to its place 
again, all stitched up.
A flagstaff leans against the corner of the wall near the mantelpiece. The 
three-by-five-foot battle flag it bears is cream colored now, maybe white once, 
with a big red ball in the center. At Gettysburg, the General commanded the first 
division of Reynolds’ corps. The flag may have been the earliest insignia of the 
First Division of the U.S. Army, the Big Red One. In the library stands a three-
foot-high bronze replica of the heroic statue of the General that surmounts the 
New York State memorial at Gettysburg. His command was the first to engage 
the advancing Confederates on the first day of the battle, and the General has 
one lifted arm pointing westward as if to say, “Here they come.”
When Grampa was a small boy, his parents packed him off to boarding 
school, first to the Fay School, and then to St. Mark’s, both in Southborough, 
Massachusetts. So from an early age his quality time with his parents must have 
been limited to vacations. As a teenager, he spent one entire summer working 
and boarding at an outlying farm. In horse-and-buggy days, the radius of travel 
in any one day was about 
fifteen miles—you could 
drive that far and back 
in the course of a day. So, 
after quitting time Satur-
day evening, there was no 
point in spending all day 
Sunday traveling home 
and back to the farm. That 
summer, Grampa learned 
farming by doing, but paid 
a price I found out about one summer day when he and I were both changing 
into our bathing suits in the little bath house at Sand Point, the rustic family 
access to Conesus Lake. I happened to look at Grampa’s feet and noticed that 
his toes were all crumpled up, as if he had ten hammertoes. Impolitely, as small 
Sand Point, Conesus Lake, New York
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boys do, I asked him a personal question. What happened to his toes? He said 
that he was my age when he boarded all summer at that farm. He had one pair 
of copper-toed boots with him, guaranteed not to wear out, to last the whole 
summer. He was in a fast-growing stage of adolescence at the time and his toes 
had no place to go inside those copper-toed boots. So his toes crumpled up and 
Grampa had curly toes for the rest of his life.
The Boss made up for any prior inattention to Grampa when Grampa 
became an older teenager. The Boss was a red-hot baseball fan, so he assembled 
a baseball team called the Geneseos for Grampa to play on. It was the Geneseo 
town team. The Boss even got some professional players to help out. He sat on 
the bench, and Grampa played first base, as for four summers the Geneseos 
barnstormed all over the East Coast, Canada, and the Middle West, picking up 
games with other town teams along the way. Grampa loved the rowdy culture 
of the national pastime. He relished the interplay among players, managers, 
and umpires, focusing on the umpires’ eyesight and what the fastidious might 
call umpire-baiting. Grampa told me in detail how he and his teammates, 
The Geneseo baseball team, c. 1895. Grampa is seated at far right, front row; his 
father (“The Boss”) is standing, fourth from left.
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playing in some faraway, unfriendly jurisdiction would try to gauge just how 
obviously they could imply, by word or gesture, that a hometown umpire was 
blind or crooked without being ejected from the game. Grampa would have 
appreciated the sports wag’s tale of how a batter, enraged by a called third 
strike on a dubious pitch, hurled his bat in the air as high as he could. Gazing 
skyward thoughtfully, the plate umpire said, “If that bat comes down, you’re 
out of the game.”
Grampa never told me anything about life at St. Mark’s, except to 
mention one or two lifelong friendships he made there. But he did tell me how 
excited he was in the summer of 1893, between his junior and senior years 
at St. Mark’s, to accompany his parents to the World’s Columbian Exposition, 
celebrating the quadricentennial of Columbus’ discovery of America, better 
known as the Chicago World’s Fair. Grampa said that his visit to the fair was 
marred by one terrible afternoon. That afternoon, he said, his parents decided 
to rest at their hotel, and turned him loose to enjoy the fair on his own. During 
the course of the afternoon, as he strolled around the fairgrounds, he saw 
fifteen people die. First, he stopped by a circus show featuring a lion-taming 
act. Something went wrong, and the lion attacked and clawed his trainer to 
death in front of the horrified spectators. Shaken, Grampa wandered out of the 
circus tent into the light of day, and proceeded on his way. Shortly thereafter, he 
came upon the World’s Fair Cold Storage Building aflame. A group of firemen 
were trying to put the fire out. Some misguided soul thought it was a good idea 
to send the firemen with their hoses up on top of the central wooden tower 
of the building, several stories high, so they could pour water on the blazing 
roof below. Over twenty firemen were engaged in this effort, when suddenly a 
gust of wind carried sparks from the burning building to the base of the tower 
and set it afire. It happened so swiftly that fourteen of the firemen on top of 
the tower had no chance to escape. Grampa said quietly, “We could see them 
shaking hands.”
After one more year at St. Mark’s, Grampa entered Yale as a freshman 
in the fall of 1894.
-
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In the fall of 1946, newly discharged from the army of the United States, 
I entered Yale as a twenty-one-year-old freshman. In many ways, it was a much 
different place from the Yale Grampa had known from 1894 to 1898. But the 
Old Campus, the only Yale campus in his day, looked pretty much the same 
as it did fifty years previously. My room was in Wright Hall, by the northwest 
gate of the Old Campus, on Elm Street. In addition to students, Wright Hall 
housed Yale Station, the university post office. The hallowed Yale Fence ran 
for a hundred yards or so westward from Yale Station toward High Street. As 
I walked that way for the first time, one of Grampa’s stories came back to me.
One winter’s day, Grampa said, he was having his shoes shined at an 
outdoor stand at Yale Station and the Fence. For a while, he was absorbed in 
watching the shoeshine boy, as he rubbed on the polish and flourished his 
brush. The shoeshine stand had multiple stations. A man sitting on Grampa’s 
right was also having his shoes shined. He was bundled up against the cold 
in a voluminous black overcoat. He too was watching intently the artistry of 
the shoeshine boy who was shining his shoes. The collar of the man’s coat 
was turned up, so that Grampa could only see his white beard, and the man 
could not see anything to the side. A sheaf of paper was protruding from the 
side of the man’s overcoat. Eventually, enough of the man’s beard and face 
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became visible for Grampa to recognize him as the Greek professor. Grampa 
glanced more closely at the protruding papers, and realized that they were the 
questions on the upcoming Greek exam. The temptation was too great, and 
Grampa absconded with the papers. He chuckled as he said, “I ran over to the 
entry my friends were in, and we spread the papers out on the floor. That’s one 
time your Uncle Payne (Whitney) and I, along with some other friends, got a 
good mark on the Greek exam.”
Henry Fielding’s Mr. Thwackum and Mr. Square, as well as young Master 
Blifil, would have thrown up their paddy paws in horror over this tale. In today’s 
censorious world, it might have been a crime.4 But the fact of the matter is 
that at the end of the Gilded Age, and for decades thereafter, many Ivy League 
students, including Grampa and his friends, were like the boarding school and 
college students described contemporaneously by Owen Johnson. They tended 
to regard their teachers more as natural enemies than revered mentors. The 
concept of a “gentleman’s C” attested to these students’ indifference to their 
marks. Their future was assured. Their sports team coaches worked for them, 
not the other way around. They were not on their honor. Tests of honor were 
expected to occur at other times and in other places.
Moreover, just by graduating, which he did in 1898, Grampa did better 
than his grandfather and his father. Proud though he was of his grandfather 
the General, Grampa could not conceal his amusement over the recognition 
accorded the General by both Yale and Harvard. A passageway in Woolsey Hall 
at Yale lists the names of Yale students who have served their country in time 
of war. The General’s name is prominently displayed, highlighted by a gold star, 
signifying his death in battle. Harvard’s Memorial Hall displays the General’s 
name on a similar tablet, similarly adorned with a gold star. Grampa told me 
with a grin that his grandfather had been kicked out of Harvard for failure to 
attend classes, and had only a nodding acquaintance with Yale Law School, 
from which he never graduated.
So too, Grampa said, his father never even matriculated at Yale, let alone 
4 “The New Hampshire State Supreme Court upheld the conviction of a Hanover High School 
student caught cheating last year… He argued that he had backed out of being a lookout 
before the exams were stolen; the Court said he was liable because he did not notify the 
others of his decision.” “Across the USA: News From Every State,” USA Today, November 28, 
2008, 6A.
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earned an undergraduate degree. Rather, the Boss returned to New Haven as a 
veteran after the Civil War, lived on the Old Campus for a couple of years, and 
tutored with the class of 1868. Apparently, his wartime experiences had burned 
out of him any willingness to put up with the sophomoric. At any rate, Grampa 
said that the Boss had told him that one evening he was in his dormitory room 
reading, if not studying. To ensure privacy, he had locked his room door. A 
group of upperclassmen, bent on hazing him, banged on the door and demanded 
that he come out and face the music. The Boss told his tormentors to go away. 
They paid no attention and threatened to break down the door. The Boss had 
kept the service revolver issued to him as a captain in the Union army and had 
brought it, loaded, with him to New Haven. Tiring of the uproar, the veteran 
picked up his revolver, casually fired a shot or two over the transom above the 
door, and returned in peace to his 
studies. His terrified would-be 
assailants, in the words of Julius 
Caesar, sought safety in flight.
The only other Yale 
professors whom I remember 
Grampa mentioning to me 
were Billy Phelps and William 
Graham Sumner. Phelps was such 
a popular lecturer that there 
was standing room only in his 
classroom. Sumner described the 
plight of the Forgotten Man, the 
law-abiding, tax-paying, hard-
working citizen, whose taxes 
fuel public spending and big 
government. One of the several 
bones Grampa had to pick with 
Franklin Roosevelt was FDR’s 
appropriation of the term to 
describe an individual in need of 
government assistance. All-American first baseman at Yale
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However, as Grampa’s oral memoirs make clear, he was in no sense 
anti-intellectual. He analyzed and described the mental attributes of many of 
the notables of his day, including Theodore Roosevelt; Grampa’s father-in-law, 
John Hay; Woodrow Wilson; Elihu Root; Charles Evans Hughes; and Henry 
Cabot Lodge.5 He once remarked wistfully that the most illustrious student of 
his day at Yale was “a man whom at the time none of us knew, the composer 
Charles Ives.”
When it came to sports, Grampa had developed into a pretty fair country 
ballplayer during his time with the Geneseos. In those relaxed days before 
the coming of the NCAA, nobody thought of asking whether his simon-pure 
amateurism had been tainted by whatever the Geneseos may have collected 
at the gate during their barnstorming tours. In those days, too, Walter Camp 
selected both a football and a baseball All-American team annually, and he 
made Grampa his first baseman on the All-American baseball team for 1898.
During my time at Yale, the 1898 ball club’s picture hung on the wall of 
Mory’s, of Whiffenpoof fame, along with pictures of other Yale sports teams 
and athletes. A duplicate hung on the wall of the bar of the Yale Club of New 
York. Given Grampa’s subsequent opposition to Prohibition, it seems only right 
to see him standing easy there, on the right side of the picture, gazing down 
benignly at the patrons of Mory’s and the Yale Club bar for close to a century.
Grampa had only two comments to make about his college baseball 
career. To begin with, he claimed a unique record. He said he was the only 
Yale student ever to play first base on the ball team, and sing first bass on the 
university quartet. He downgraded the latter feat somewhat, saying that he 
wasn’t a full-fledged basso profundo, but only what he called a “chicken bass,” 
a musicological term which, while meaningful, may be unfamiliar to experts.
A question of mine elicited both Grampa’s sense of humor and his just 
pride as a ballplayer. One day, when I was a teenager, I asked Grampa what 
he batted his senior year at Yale. He responded concisely, ambiguously, and 
without explanation. “Why, .322 of course.” For some reason, I never asked him 
why he said “of course.”
At Yale, Grampa was a member of Skull and Bones. He never discussed 
5  James W. Wadsworth, Jr., The Reminiscences of James W. Wadsworth, Jr. (Columbia: Oral 
History Research Office, 1952). Hereafter Oral History.
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membership in the Yale senior societies with me or my brother Jim. Grampa’s 
only overt reference to the subject occurred when someone else brought it up 
during a conversation. Grampa mildly remarked, “It’s not what we do there, 
but what they think we do there.”
My mother’s brother, Uncle Jerry, was also in Skull and Bones, but he 
never discussed it either. My brother was one of the few men ever tapped for 
Bones who turned it down. In our day, the details of Tap Day were published 
in the Yale Daily News, which duly reported my brother’s action, along with the 
fact that he and Levi Jackson, our revered African American football captain, 
had joined another society. My father was a member of still a third society, and 
I of a fourth. Outside the public record, no one in our family has ever discussed 
what went on in our societies. The idea never occurred to us. We would have 
thought it wrong to do so.
Grampa loved the atmosphere of Old Yale. Shortly before he died in 
1952, he was interviewed for a Columbia University oral history program. He 
contended that the group he belonged to at Yale was a “temperate” one, but he 
acknowledged that it was “very mischievous.” “It was intent on kidding people, 
the people of New Haven, and the public generally, if they could think of a way 
in which it could be done.”6
In 1949, I was a junior at Yale. I must have written Grampa a letter 
describing a fraternity initiation. He responded, in a letter dated January 12: 
“The imagination of the young men of today has greater dimensions than those 
of my day. They used to make me stop a trolley car on Chapel Street, put my 
foot on the step, tie my shoe and walk away, to the rage of the conductor, the 
passengers, and the police.”
Indeed, Grampa’s stories could have become additional chapters in 
Owen Johnson’s Stover at Yale. A theme common to both Grampa and Johnson 
was comeuppance of the arrogant and obnoxious scions of the newly rich who 
emerged in society and as Yale students as the Gilded Age slid into the Belle 
Époque. For example, there was the case of the pedigreed pup.
Yale forbade students to keep pets in their rooms. In violation of the 
rule, an arrogant and obnoxious student in a third-floor room on the Old 
Campus kept his expensive pedigreed dog on a leash tied to the foot of his 
6 Oral History, 5.
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bed. He bragged too much about how valuable the dog was. Presumably, it 
was no fun for the dog to be tied up all day while his master was attending 
classes or otherwise occupied. One day the dog-owner incautiously let it be 
known that he was leaving for an overnight trip. Discreet inquiry elicited his 
intent not to take the dog with him. After he left, Grampa and friends, working 
fast, procured a fireman’s ladder. They leaned it against the outside wall under 
the dog-owner’s window, climbed the ladder, discovered the window was 
unlocked, and purloined the grateful dog. In its place, they tied a mangy cur 
they had procured from the city pound. Then the thieves hired a buggy from 
a livery stable and drove with the dog as far as they could penetrate into rural 
Connecticut and still get back in time for their next roll call formation. They 
sold the pedigreed dog at an attractive price to an appreciative farmer. The dog 
owner returned the next day and discovered the cur tied to his bed. He could 
not complain to the authorities because it was illegal to keep a dog. Suspecting 
the thieves, he accused them bitterly of having substituted the mutt for his pet. 
The conspirators responded, straight-faced, that it sure looked like the same 
dog to them. The fate of the mutt is unknown.
A crueler fate befell an even richer, more arrogant, and obnoxious youth 
who continually pestered his fellow classmates to spend a weekend with him 
at his palatial New York establishment, where, he intimated, they would be 
cosseted in unimaginable luxury, never before heard of, and unavailable 
to anyone else. What happened to him is reminiscent of the story about the 
nouveau lady who invited all of her neighbors to dinner at her newly completed 
Newport cottage. None came, and in revenge she left the plates of food on the 
table and let the house fall down around it, so that the eyesore would punish 
the guests who never came. This time, the would-be host was joined by a dozen 
or so of his reluctant guests in the bar car of the train from New Haven to New 
York. The host continued to hold court and buy drinks as the train puffed along. 
The host was so busy patronizing his invitees that he didn’t notice what was 
going on. At each stop along the way, one or more of the guests inconspicuously 
stole away and debarked, so that when the train finally rumbled into Grand 
Central Station, the host looked around and discovered that he was alone. If 
the chastened host ever sought revenge for his fellow students’ snub, Grampa 
didn’t mention it.
In the early fall of 1896, Grampa was a rising junior at Yale. On September 
23
24, he and his friends became involved in a well-publicized escapade as 
a result of which they narrowly avoided expulsion. On that day, William 
Jennings Bryan, Democratic candidate for president of the United States, made 
a campaign speaking appearance in New Haven. As Grampa remembered it, 
the city fathers had erected a temporary wooden speaking platform outdoors 
on the New Haven Green hard by the Yale campus. The platform rested on 
sawhorses and planks, three feet or so above the ground. The platform was 
big enough to accommodate seating for the Democratic City Committee, 
all wearing black silk top hats. Bryan himself was attired as usual, in a long 
black Prince Albert frock coat. He had on a little black string tie, and his long 
black hair spilled over the back of the stiff collar of his white shirt. He was 
accustomed to wear a trademark wide-brimmed Western-style black felt hat. 
His wool-hat appearance differed greatly from that of the clean-cut handsome 
young men pictured in attendance on the Gibson girls in the magazines of the 
day. A rudimentary wooden speaker’s podium stood on the platform in front 
of the seated dignitaries. A large crowd, including Grampa and a lot of Yale 
students, filled the Green and overflowed into neighboring streets.
When it came the Great Commoner’s turn to speak, he grasped the 
podium and launched into his Cross of Gold mode, with typical overtones of the 
class struggle between the haves and the have-nots. According to the Omaha, 
Nebraska, World-Herald of September 25, Bryan included students among the 
oppressed, saying, “If the syndicates and corporations rule this country, no 
young man has a fair show unless he is a favorite of a corporation.”7 
In those days, Yale students counted many McKinley supporters among 
their number. Both the World-Herald and Grampa were in agreement that 
Bryan’s assertion met with yells for McKinley by a group of students in the 
crowd.
The newspaper account acknowledged that Bryan was nettled by the 
heckling. He departed from his prepared remarks. He said, “I am not speaking 
now to the sons who are sent to college on the proceeds of ill-gotten gains.” 
This sally elicited “enthusiastic applause.” Bryan added rather bitterly, “I 
will wait until these sons have exhausted what their fathers have left them 
7 William Jennings Bryan, The First Battle: A Story of the Campaign of 1896 (Chicago: W. 
B. Conkey & Co., 1896), and “Great Crowd at New Haven, Fifteen Thousand Gather in the 
College Town to Hear the Candidate,” Omaha World-Herald, September 25, 1896.
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and then appeal to the children who will have to commence life where their 
grandfathers commenced.”
Describing the affair, a Bryan biographer named some of the Yale 
sons of the “men who were controlling the financial forces against which the 
Commoner was making his campaign.” The list included Percy Rockefeller, 
Payne Whitney, Grampa, E. S. Harkness, Herman Kountze, and W. F. Jelke.8
The World-Herald noted that Bryan responded to further heckling by 
complaining, “I have been so used to talking to young men who earn their own 
living that I hardly know what language to use to address myself to those who 
desire to be known, not as creators of wealth, but as the distributors of wealth 
which somebody else created.”9
Nevertheless, the World-Herald reported, Bryan continued gamely 
in a bi-metallic vein for some time, subject to intermittent heckling. Finally, 
however, and for no immediate apparent reason, he gave up the effort, saying: 
“It is hard to talk when all conditions are favorable, and I must ask you to 
excuse me from talking any further in the presence of the noises against which 
we have to contend today.”
Thus, the World-Herald, presumably a Bryan supporter, implied that the 
heckling compelled Bryan to stop speaking. However, J. C. Long sarcastically 
attributed the noise that drowned Bryan’s speech to another source: “Finally, 
a brass band which had been playing for a drill in another part of the square 
came nearer and the silver-tongued orator was unable to compete with the 
baser metal.”10 
The next day, the New Haven Register gave its own somewhat incoherent 
version of what happened after Bryan fell silent. Ex-mayor J. H. Sargent took the 
podium to say a few words. Hardly had he begun to speak when “the clamoring 
and babble of human voices became inaudible to even the persons within four 
feet on the same stage. Just then the stage rail broke at the rear of the staging, 
and two or three occupants fell to the ground.”
Grampa remembered the sequence of events a little differently. He told 
me that at the first mention of McKinley by the students Bryan lost his temper. 
8  J. C. Long, Bryan, the Great Commoner (New York: Appleton & Co., 1928), 96–102.
9  Quoted in Paolo E. Coletta, William Jennings Bryan (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1964), 179.
10  Long, Bryan, the Great Commoner, 99.
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Departing from his prepared remarks, he not only criticized the incivility of his 
hecklers, but unloaded on their fathers. He said he had come out of the West 
to talk to young men who were spending the ill-gotten gains of their parents. 
He probably would have said a good deal more on the subject, but he was 
interrupted by a Yale student from Colorado, a not easily cowed Westerner 
named Waite. Standing next to Grampa in the back row of the audience, Waite 
hollered in an assumed falsetto voice, “My Pop’s honest.” Uproar ensued.
At this point, Grampa said, three or four youths lined up against one 
side of the low speaker’s platform and began to lean against it heavily. The 
whole platform slowly collapsed sideways to ground level. During the descent, 
the mayor and the other seated notables steadied their top hats with their 
hands. No one was hurt, but the meeting broke up in confusion. Frustrated, the 
Great Commoner moved on to pursue his unsuccessful campaign elsewhere. 
Later, still indignant, he gave his version of the incident in his autobiography. 
For the record, Grampa gave a slightly different version of the incident in a 
letter he wrote me on May 13, 1948. He said that “ . . . the slow collapse of the 
platform (it was only three feet off the ground) was probably due to a terrestrial 
disturbance over which we had no control.”
The mayor of New Haven and the platform dignitaries were highly 
insulted by the affair. The next day, they waited upon the president of Yale 
in an angry body. They demanded that the offending students be identified 
and expelled for subverting Bryan’s First Amendment right to free speech, 
as enshrined in both the state and federal constitutions. The mayor put the 
question, “Do you agree that the offenders should be kicked out?” “Absolutely,” 
was the firm response. “Then, will you do it?” “No.” “How can you say that, in 
view of the fact that you agree with us about the heinous, unpardonable, and 
outrageous offense?” The president of Yale may have been a Republican and he 
may have consulted counsel beforehand. He may also have been reluctant to 
drag the tuition-paying parents of the offenders into the wrangle. And he may 
have had a lurking sense of humor. He said, “I’m sorry. I have no jurisdiction 
over this matter. The fall term hasn’t commenced yet, and so the offenders 
were not Yale students at the time it happened.”
Lots of living occurred in the bar car of the New Haven Railroad. Grampa 
said that one day, on the way to Boston, after the group he was with in the bar 
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car paid serious attention to their thirst, they decided to draw straws to see 
who would go into John L. Sullivan’s bar in Boston and punch him in the jaw. 
Sullivan had lost the heavyweight championship to “Gentleman” Jim Corbett 
only a few years previously, in 1892. A reedy youth drew the short straw. The 
shock of what he had let himself in for sobered him up. Further reflection on 
his probable fate persuaded him to ingest additional Dutch courage. His efforts 
to renege were unavailing. His buddies propelled him, leaning backward, into 
Sullivan’s bar. It was an oblong room with the bar running the length of a long 
side. The great man himself stood behind the bar, polishing glasses with a bar 
towel. He came over to greet his apparent new patrons, put both massive palms 
face down on the short side of the bar nearest the door, and leaned forward 
inquiringly. Desperately, the kid hauled off and hit him on the jaw as hard as he 
could. Sullivan did not turn a hair.
Gazing affably at his assailant, he said, “What’ll you have, sonny?” 
Grampa claimed that the kid was so relieved he collapsed.
Shortly after the Bryan incident, the preoccupation of Yale students with 
the Sweet Science escalated into another public 
demonstration that once again threatened to get 
Grampa and several friends thrown out of Yale. 
In 1897, Gentleman Jim Corbett agreed to fight 
Bob Fitzsimmons in Carson City, Nevada, for 
the heavyweight title. Grampa and his friends 
Fred Kernochan and Payne Whitney, along with 
other Yale students, sent Corbett a telegram of 
support. The telegram read, “Here at Yale we 
realize how much brain and science count in all 
athletic contests. We regard you as the highest 
exponent of the brainy boxer - - - Go in and win 
and delight the hearts of all true Yale men.” 
Corbett released the contents of the telegram to 
the press, as additional publicity buildup for the 
fight. Perhaps unwisely, Corbett embellished his Yale supporters’ reference to 
his scientific skill. He told the press, “I am very glad indeed to have the good 
wishes of a lot of brainy young college fellows who take an interest in athletics 
Boxer “Gentleman” Jim Corbett
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and who have enough sense to appreciate the difference between a mere 
fighting brute and a student in scientific fighting.”
As additional support, the Yale students sent Corbett a Yale pennant. 
Corbett proudly hung it in his corner, ringside, and it is visible in photos of the 
fight. Regrettably, neither the telegram nor the pennant were of much use to 
him. On March 17, 1897, Fitzsimmons knocked Corbett out in the fourteenth 
round. Grampa said that he and his group did not feel bad about the outcome, 
because they all had bet on Fitzsimmons anyway.
But now the trouble started for Grampa and his friends. Yale officialdom 
were appalled that the fair name of Old Eli had been besmirched by public—
and unsuccessful—association with the raffish sport of prize-fighting. The 
president of Yale was so offended that he summoned the fathers of the 
transgressing students to New Haven to show cause why the students should 
not be rusticated for a time, if not permanently expelled. The assembled fathers 
managed to calm the president down. Perhaps imbued with the philosophy 
that it is better not to track it around, the president dropped the matter, and 
life in New Haven continued in its customary elevated way.
Grampa was really taken with Corbett. Years later, Grampa said, he was 
sitting in a coach on a Long Island Railroad train, going from Manhasset to New 
York City. Grampa noticed Corbett sitting in the seat in front of him, next to an 
ample lady. Speaking with a heavy German accent, the lady said something 
to Corbett. Obviously, she didn’t know who he was. Corbett turned toward 
her and responded in an equally heavy German accent, and the two chatted 
amiably in this fashion for the rest of the journey into town. Typical of Grampa, 
he admired Corbett’s linguistic skills, and his good-humored sense of harmless 
mischief. Grampa did not, however, introduce himself to Corbett as one of the 
group of Yalies who sent him the telegram and the pennant.
Grampa graduated from Yale in June of 1898. His father, the Boss, had 
sat on the Yale bench during many of the Yale baseball team’s games. He was a 
member of Congress and chairman of the House Agriculture Committee. Yale 
saw fit, on Graduation Day, to give him an honorary MA, the only Yale degree he 
ever received. When he came down off the platform of Battell Chapel, sheepskin 
in hand, one of Grampa’s baseball teammates said to him, “Boss, that looked to 
me like a base-on-balls.”
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In Grampa’s time at Yale and, indeed, until the late 1930s of the 
twentieth century, the public along the Eastern Seaboard were fascinated 
with Ivy League intercollegiate athletics. The metropolitan press breathlessly 
reported the lineups, results, and details, with color commentary, of the so-
called “Big Three” (Harvard, Yale, and Princeton) contests in football, crew, and 
baseball. In fact, successive Saturday afternoon extras would report the scores 
of key football games by periods, in bold-faced type above the masthead.
Grampa told me about an additional bit of color, otherwise lost to history, 
that occurred in the fall of 1899. He said that a jolly group of Yale students took 
the train to Boston on a Friday evening, bent on attending the Harvard-Yale 
football game the next day. As usual, the group became considerably refreshed 
in the bar car during the journey. On arrival, they repaired to a fashionable 
Boston hostelry to spend the night. Instead of retiring, one member of the 
group tarried long in the hotel bar. Then he wandered into the lobby, where he 
climbed on top of a huge pot holding a small palm tree. With one arm around 
the tree for support, he leaned forward and summoned all within earshot to 
take his bet that Harvard would not score the next day. A sizable number of 
Harvard supporters took him up. In time, a blizzard of accumulated betting 
slips protruded from the pockets of the would-be bookmaker’s coat and pants. 
With some difficulty, his worried friends detached him from the palm tree and 
put him to bed, fairly early in the evening. Next morning, the bookmaker woke 
up bright and early, and still thirsty. He repaired to the hotel bar as soon as it 
opened for an eye-opener. His friends, having stayed up late the night before, 
had no contact with him until they made their way down to the hotel lobby 
toward noon. To their horror, they discovered that the bookmaker’s eye-opener 
had become a copious liquid breakfast. As a result, there he was, back on the 
potted palm pot, holding on with one arm, waving his free arm, and shouting, 
“Come one, come all!” to bet on the game. What was worse, the bookmaker had 
forgotten the terms of his bets on Yale the night before. Now he was betting 
that Yale would not score. Once again, his pockets were full of betting slips. 
Once again, his friends peeled him from the tree and put him to bed, where he 
slept through the game. His friends proceeded out to the Harvard stadium to 
watch the game. It ended in a scoreless tie. The snoozing bookmaker won both 
ends of all his bets. So much for sobriety.
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These were the stories Grampa remembered about the days when, as a 
half-remembered old song puts it, “at learning’s fount he quaffed the sparkling 
dew” at New Haven. As it turned out, Yale never recognized his subsequent 
lifelong devotion to one of its two stated goals: to prepare its students to serve 
in civil state. It remained for Harvard to award Grampa an honorary degree in 
1947 for his lifetime of public service.
-
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On April 4, 1898, Congress declared war on Spain. As soon as Grampa 
graduated from Yale in June, he enlisted as a private in the U.S. Army. The unit 
he joined was a Pennsylvania field artillery volunteers outfit known as the Yale 
Battery, because so many of his fellow Yale graduates enlisted in it. Almost fifty 
years later, my brother Jim left Yale during his freshman year to join the Marine 
Corps. He went to Parris Island, South Carolina, for basic training. Grampa, then 
a member of Congress, wrote him there on December 20, 1945. With typical 
self-deprecating humor, he wrote:
When I saw that my assistance was needed to make sure that 
the Spaniards were defeated in 1898, I went into a field artillery 
outfit, supposedly on active duty in time of war, and literally, I 
did not know a thing except how to ride and care for a horse. I 
certainly did not know how to take care of myself. Neither did 
anybody else in the outfit, despite the fact that four-fifths were 
college graduates. Very smart—elite. The Spaniards saw us 
coming and surrendered. We spent the summer in Puerto Rico, 
eating and drinking everything we could get hold of. Sloppy 
from top to bottom. Half our horses died on the picket line and 
half our men were sick. I held up pretty well until, aboard the 
transport coming home, I insisted upon eating three rations (all 
at once) of spoiled beef. I lost thirty-seven pounds. Looking back 
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on it years afterwards, I realize that I was a rotten soldier—just 
no good. Why? Because I had no boot training. Nobody had in 
those days, except in the tiny regular Army, Marine Corps and 
Navy. That’s why I have been a crank about training ever since.
As Grampa said, the United States was totally unprepared for the 
Spanish-American War. Grampa’s personal and painful experience as an 
enlisted man formed the basis for his subsequent lifelong devotion to the cause 
of military preparedness.
By February 1899, Grampa had received his discharge from the U.S. 
Army. The Boss wangled him a job as a civilian commissary sales clerk on a 
troopship taking U.S. regulars, the 3rd Infantry Regiment and a battalion of 
the 17th Infantry, to the Philippines. The ship sailed east to west, by way of the 
Mediterranean Sea, the Suez Canal, and the Indian Ocean. Grampa told me that 
the ship called at the port of Colombo, Ceylon, and he went ashore. He and a 
friend went into a bar for a drink. As they stood at the bar, gratefully sipping 
their cool drinks, a beachcomber accosted them. His linen suit was dirty 
and shabby, he was red-eyed and unshaven, and he wore a shapeless wide-
brimmed hat. He looked as if he had spent the last twenty years in Colombo 
trying to drink himself to death. He sidled up to the bar, poked a grimy finger 
at Grampa, and said, “I know you. You’re Jim Wadsworth. I saw you play first 
base for Geneseo against Auburn back in 1897.”
By the time the troopship arrived in Manila, the Filipino Insurrection 
was in full swing. The colonel of the 3rd Infantry took Grampa along for several 
weeks as his orderly. Grampa saw how much better trained the regulars were 
than his wretchedly trained fellow volunteers had been. In June 1899, he 
returned to the United States with his ship, by way of San Francisco.
In the fall of 1945, I was serving in an Army engineer unit in the 
Philippines. On October 6, 1945, in the aftermath of VJ (Victory over Japan) Day 
on September 2, Grampa wrote me one of his typical long and newsy letters. 
He talked about his own experience in the Philippines:
I gathered from one of your letters that you are stationed out 
north of Manila somewhere further north than I went in 1899. 
The last town I struck was Malolos, which was Aguinaldo’s rebel 
capital. The country there was all flat with occasional deep little 
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rivers extending up from the bay, if I remember correctly. The 
troops drove into Malolos and my last memory of the place was 
seeing swarms of Filipinos running northward up the railroad 
track just as fast as they could go with their white shirttails float-
ing in the wind. It is interesting to remember that that northern 
advance from Manila up to Malolos and beyond was commanded 
by General MacArthur, the father of the present “Emperor” of Ja-
pan. The father conquered the Philippines and the son liberated 
them. A queer succession. When you go down to Manila some 
day you will probably pass through Caloocan, a town something 
like ten or twelve miles north of Manila. I am wondering if the 
great big stone church still stands there. I trudged through that 
place with a string of carabao carts one night and stopped long 
enough to peek into the church. The whole floor was covered 
with sleeping American soldiers. There were no lights except the 
candles on the altar. On the altar the Signal Corps people had es-
tablished their telegraph 
instruments and in the 
light of the candles were 
sending messages back 
to Manila. It was a weird 
scene and rather beau-
tiful. Except for the old 
walled city Manila was 
not a good-looking town 
in those days. Too much 
on the Nipa shack side. 
The old walled city was 
really very beautiful—a 
perfect specimen of six-
teenth-century architec-
ture, including barracks, 
a fine old cathedral, 
storehouses, etc., etc., all 
of solid stone, and the 
whole thing surrounded 
Interior of Caloocan church after  
bombardment, 1899
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by a moat with access only via drawbridge. It is a great pity it 
has been wrecked.
Grampa closed his letter in his usual cheerful fashion: “Now I must 
go to a meeting of the Committee on Foreign Affairs to discuss solemnly the 
rejuvenation of the world. Wish me luck.”
The last time Grampa ever mentioned his service in the military 
occurred several years later. When I was discharged from the army in 1946, 
I was awarded a disability pension, as a result of knee injuries which had led 
to a couple of operations. Around 1950, Grampa, my father, and I were sitting 
at the dinner table in Hartford House. I was on my way to law school and a 
good-paying job. I raised the question whether I should continue to take my 
pension. My father said, practically enough, “Take it. You’re entitled to it.” (He 
was still paying the bills for my tuition and household, as I was a married man.) 
Grampa observed that as a Spanish-American War veteran, he was entitled to 
a $90 monthly pension, but he didn’t collect it. He was true to the patrician 
heritage of his grandfather, the General, who never collected his pay during all 
his service in the Civil War, ending in his death in battle. I was weak and took 
my entitlement.
On his return from the Philippines in 1899, Grampa went to work for 
his father, the Boss. He became the equivalent of a hired man, learning the 








When as a grown man Grampa first went to work for his father, the 
Boss, he did a day’s work in the fields, along with the other hired hands. From 
1937 until after World War II, except when I was in the army, I spent several 
weeks almost every summer working on the farm for Grampa or, my last year, 
for Cousin Bill Wadsworth. We still farmed the old-fashioned way. The smaller 
fields of the Genesee Valley didn’t lend themselves to economic use of the big 
combines that harvested crops in the huge fields of the Middle and Far West. 
Hence, we still pitched bundles and mowed away hay in harvest time. I learned 
to drive and harness a team of horses and milk a cow. One summer I boarded 
with Old Tom Servis, a widower whose daughter Mary kept house for him, on 
the Hampton Farm, near the charred ruins of Grampa’s old house. Tom had 
worked for the Boss and then Grampa for many years. Old Tom remembered the 
days when Grampa worked for the Boss. One day I was one of a gang working at 
the North Farm, at the foot of Court Street in Geneseo. Tom looked back up the 
hill toward Hartford House and said, “I can see your grandfather now, coming 
down the hill through the fields with his coat slung over his shoulder. He was 
the best man with a long-handled fork in Livingston County.” I was proud of 
Grampa for that. Nowadays, such bygone skills survive only as stylized bundle-
pitching contests at county fairs or Scottish games. The emphasis is on height 
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instead of building a load as big as possible that won’t fall off on the way to the 
threshing machine or haymow.
Old Tom was a big-boned but spare, fierce-eyed old County Antrim man, 
long since crippled by a fall. He had a British army mustache, close-cropped, 
gray-white hair, and broad square shoulders. He never learned to drive a car, 
never owned one, and drove around in a horse-drawn buggy. I cherish a photo 
of him, in shirtsleeves and galluses, with a stud, but no collar or tie. When I 
boarded with him, he checked in with Grampa periodically of an evening, using 
a hand-cranked phone on a wooden box. The phone was on a party line. If 
another subscriber got on the line while Tom was talking, he could hear Tom’s 
conversation with Grampa. The more people who got on the line, the fainter 
Grampa’s voice became, and the harder it was for Tom to hear him. When this 
happened, Tom would growl into the receiver in his strong North of Ireland 
brogue, “Get off the dommed line.” A welcome series of clicks would follow 
as the unwanted listeners hung up their phones, and Tom and Grampa could 
continue their conversation unhindered.
By the time I was old enough to accompany Grampa, he no longer 
did a day’s work in the fields. Rather, of a morning when he was in Geneseo, 
he came down to breakfast fully dressed in suit and tie, ready to go. After 
the death in 1937 of Tom Hanby, the American chauffeur, Walter Lock, the 
Cockney Washington chauffeur, took his place. Walter would have Grampa’s 
two-door blue Ford coupe waiting under the front portico, headed for town. 
After breakfast, Grampa and I would hop in. He liked rituals. Almost always, 
he would turn to me and say, “We’re off. We seem to feel. The thrill of life from 
head to heel (pause) or, if you prefer, from stem to keel.”
Our first stop might be Grampa’s office, a one-story, yellow-painted 
brick building at One Main Street in Geneseo. Grampa’s private office was 
in the back room. Genial, white-haired Bill Olmsted had his insurance office 
in the front room. He did business the old-fashioned way, standing at a long 
waist-high counter that served as a stand-up desk. Frank Luttenton, Grampa’s 
congressional district assistant, had his desk, a regular one, in the front room.
From the office, we would set out to visit farms, usually more than one. 
Grampa and his ancestors had bought and sold a lot of land since the 1790s, all 
the way from East Avon, near Rochester, south along the Genesee Valley as far 
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as Dansville, a stretch of over forty miles as the crow flies. In size, these farms 
ranged from tens of acres (the home farm at Hartford House) to 1,500 or more 
acres (the Street Farm and the Hartford Farm, both near Avon). The larger 
farms were located on the flats adjoining the Genesee River as it meandered 
northward toward Rochester and Lake Ontario. Smaller farms dotted the 
uplands on either side of the Genesee Valley. The farms raised wheat, oats, 
horse corn, sweet corn, alfalfa and clover or timothy hay, peas, and, by the 
1940s, soy beans.
Grampa rented out some of the farms, but managed most of them 
himself. As a child, I asked Grampa to name all the farms for me. I tried to 
memorize their names and locations. Two in particular I never did locate—the 
Wind Farm and the Star Farm—and those mysterious names have haunted me 
ever since. These two farms may have been sold before I ever got to visit them.
There were several dairy operations, and Grampa raised dairy cattle. 
The dairy at Hartford House dated back to 1835 when the house was built (with 
new cows from time to time). The milk was never pasteurized. My brother and 
I drank whole milk and ate the butter and ice cream made from it. One way or 
another we ingested all that unpasteurized milk without ill effect. We didn’t 
waste any of it. At Hampton, I slopped the hogs with the skim milk after the 
hand-cranked DeLaval separator stopped howling.
Every year, Grampa bought a carload or more of grade feeder steers 
from Chicago. He was nationally prominent as a cattleman. He was a director 
and an honorary judge of the Chicago International Stock Show, and by 1952 
his portrait hung with those of other industry leaders in the famous Saddle 
and Sirloin restaurant in south Chicago. In addition, he raised sheep and a few 
hogs. In the middle ’30s he had extensive apple orchards near Avon. Icy winds 
off Lake Ontario and labor shortages aggravated by World War II combined to 
put him out of the orchard business.
Grampa’s holdings were organized into roughly two groups, north to 
south. While Old Tom Servis oversaw the Hampton group in the south, Howard 
Gott oversaw the northern properties around Avon, including, in addition to 
the Street and Hartford Farms, the Andeyhon and West Andeyhon Farms, the 
latter over toward Caledonia. In between, around Geneseo, was a sort of no-
man’s land, with Art Yates and then Bud Johnson managing the North Farm, 
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and Ralph Bixby managing the Orchard Farm, a dairy operation. A favorite was 
the Maple Farm, near Dansville. It had long rows of maple trees flanking the 
road to the farmhouse. In charge there was old Sam Macauley, another hard-
bitten County Antrim man. Across the Genesee River, toward Piffard, Elmer 
Barber managed the Rippey Farm. One Sunday, Grampa, Granny, and I motored 
over the river, along the unpaved, tarred road of the day, to pay Elmer a visit. 
We probably traveled in Granny’s car, a beautiful Brewster-green four-door 
Packard convertible victoria, so roomy that it had jump seats in front of the 
back seat. It had isinglass curtains you could snap into the open window frames 
in case of rain. Granny enjoyed passing the time of day with Elmer, who shaved 
once a week and had rosy skin like a baby’s on Sundays.
Grampa’s little poem about the thrill of life manifested his joie de vivre. 
It also suggested the timeless rhythm of life on the farm, the cycle of creation, 
the seasons, crops, and weather that had been going on in the Genesee Valley 
ever since his great-grandfather James had helped to make the Treaty of the 
Big Tree with the Seneca Nation back in 1797. Grampa had crop-yield records 
dating back to those days, and he was very proud of the fact that the land 
remained as fertile as it had been then. Crop yields, while not much by today’s 
standards, did not deplete the land. In addition, the standard Wadsworth lease, 
dating from the early nineteenth century, provided that the tenant could not 
sell hay, but had to run it through livestock and put the manure back on the land. 
Grampa had a feeling of stewardship about the land. He was a conservationist 
at heart and took care to rotate crops and hay, resting the land.
In the 1930s, the rhythm of life on the farm in the Genesee Valley 
extended back far beyond the time of the first James and the turn of the 
nineteenth century. In fact, in at least one way the power of custom dated back 
over 2,000 years, to the invasion of Britain by Julius Caesar in 54 BC. When I 
was a boy, cows were still popularly called “Bossie.” When we were milking by 
hand, we would try to keep a nervous cow from kicking by leaning our heads 
into her flank and addressing her soothingly in pure Latin: “So, bos,” “bos” 
being the Latin for “cow.” So, too, we called the handle of a scythe by its Anglo-
Saxon name—it was a “snath.” More recently yet the flannel-lined jackets that 
we wore in winter (and hung all summer collecting dust and chaff on a peg or 
nail in the stable) were not “barn jackets,” but “frocks,” calling up images of the 
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smock frocks still worn by European peasants, and adorned on occasion with 
decorative smocking.
However, even though he never studied agriculture in college and did not, 
so far as I remember, subscribe to farm magazines or join farm organizations, 
Grampa was not a hidebound reactionary in his farming practices. He was 
open to reasonable suggestions for better farming. Just prior to World War II, 
Cornell University developed a program for dairy farmers to record on IBM 
cards what their milch cattle ate and how much milk they produced, with a view 
to maximizing their milk production by feeding them just the right amount of 
fodder and meal. The farmers mailed the IBM cards to Ithaca every week or so, 
and got them back in due course with advice concerning how well old Bossie 
was earning her keep. Grampa subscribed to the program.
In retrospect, it seems clear that Grampa was not an agribusinessman. 
Rather, although he called it his business, farming with him was more of a way 
of life than a profit-making enterprise. Grampa was more or less a subsistence 
farmer. He was land poor, and the Depression that began in 1929 came close 
to wiping him out. Arguably, Granny’s resources helped him to stick to his 
libertarian principles and refuse federal help. His economic principles were 
every bit as strong as his political principles and just as inflexible. He patiently 
explained post-1933 farm price supports to me, and told me he would have 
nothing to do with them. He said the government would loan him X dollars 
a bushel on his wheat, if properly stored, with the wheat as collateral for the 
loan. If the market price of wheat rose above X, he could sell the wheat, pay off 
the loan, and keep the profit. If the market price fell below X, the government 
would take the wheat in full satisfaction of the loan. So, said Grampa rather 
grimly, the government—read the taxpayer—guaranteed the farmer a price 
for his wheat. Such a guarantee was not Grampa’s idea of a market economy. 
Moreover, I sensed that Grampa thought that the government had no good 
reason to make large grain purchases in the first place. 
Grampa was never an absentee owner. He seemed to know every steer, 
milch cow, and sheep on 15,000 acres or so of land. He said the best thing for 
the land is the foot of the owner, and he meant it. An old rhyme comes to mind: 
“He who by the plow would thrive himself must either hold or drive.” Although 
Grampa was by no means a peasant, he seemed to draw the same strength 
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from the land that prompted Pope’s famous lines:
Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey 
When wealth accumulates and men decay 
For a bold peasantry, their country’s pride 
When once destroyed can never be supplied.
When Grampa visited farms, he put his Ford to the test. Riding the 
clutch unmercifully, he would slither the car out into a muddy field to talk with 
the men working there. He talked their language, in his resonant deep voice, 
and he obviously was as comfortable with them as they were with him. He 
inspected barns and stables, granaries and silos, haystacks and machinery. 
He regarded the livestock affectionately. As they grazed or browsed, he would 
call out to them with another of his favorite sayings, “Eat it up. Eat it up.” He 
was a bear about picking up trash around a barnyard, and storing machinery 
covered out of the weather. The first job I remember having was to open and 
close gates for him to drive through. Perhaps the first two words I learned to 
read were “Can’t Sag,” painted in orange on the patented gates leading to some 
of the fields. I can still hear Grampa saying, “Make sure that whenever you 
open a gate you close it after you.”
Indeed, as regards farm management, Grampa conducted business just 
like his great-grandfather James had done. In 1851, Orsamus Turner, historian 
of the Phelps and Gorham Purchase, described James’ husbandry in exactly the 
same terms that Grampa used to describe his own to me:
His outdoor clerk, or farm agent, was instructed “to frequently 
visit every farm, make suggestion to tenants - - - look to the 
compost heaps and manure - - - (Y)our inquiries should be: ‘Are 
the gates in good order? - - - Are the grounds around the house 
kept in a neat and wholesome manner? Are the sheds, and yard 
fence around the barn in a good state of repair?’”11
The next task I had for Grampa was helping to sort sheep. At weaning 
time, when I was a small boy, I got to “rassle” lambs about my size and usher 
them from one pen to another. Later I graduated to the drenching process. We 
doctored, or “drenched,” sheep for tapeworm and dipped them for ticks. We 
sat the sheep up on their haunches, stood behind them, and administered the 
11  Orsamus Turner, History of the Pioneer Settlement of Phelps and Gorham’s Purchase 
(Rochester, NY: W. Alling, 1851), 341.
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drench to them over their shoulders with a big syringe, massaging their gullets 
the while to make sure they swallowed it. The standard dose of the blue-green 
colored drench was one for the ewes and two for the rams. 
Often, old Charlie, a crippled livestock buyer, would participate in the 
sorting process. He got around with difficulty with the help of a stout wooden 
cane shaped like a shepherd’s crook. Charlie wielded it with surprising agility 
to collar the occasional stray lamb that came within reach. Culling of old ewes 
occurred during the sorting process. Grampa and Charlie would amble over to 
a ewe sitting up on her hind legs in the grasp of a hired hand, lean down, and 
gaze attentively into her open mouth. If her teeth were too worn down to get 
her through another season, or there were just too many of them missing, 
Grampa would utter the time-honored magic words, “She’s old enough to vote. 
Throw her out.” And Charlie would have to decide whether to buy her for 
mutton, wool, or hide. It never occurred to me that because another of Grampa’s 
political principles was 
opposition to women’s 
suffrage, his remark about 
voting was purely rhetorical.
Grampa dealt with 
another livestock buyer 
named Sam Amdorsky. I met 
Sam when I was a very small 
boy. One winter day Grampa 
took me along to meet Sam 
in a muddy barnyard and sell 
him some cattle. Sam turned 
out to be a large, gray-haired, 
pear-shaped man, dressed 
in dark gray. Instead of an 
overcoat, he wore a warm 
sweater that buttoned down 
the front and looked like the 
heavy material put under rugs 
to keep them from slipping. 
Grampa with Bud Johnson at the North Farm, 
Geneseo, New York
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Sam looked and sounded like Tevye, the hero of Fiddler on the Roof. Except for 
the fact that his tiny little black cap was billed, it could have been a yarmulke 
perched on top of his head. I had never heard a foreign accent before, and as the 
negotiations waxed warmer, Sam’s Russian accent became stronger. Finally, he 
expostulated, “Mr. Vadsvorth, to my own mother I wouldn’t give twelve cents.” 
Lately, cattle have sold for 85 to 95 cents a pound, and everything sells 
for upwards of twenty times what it sold for in the early ’30s of the last century. 
No wonder the family farmer has just about disappeared. I first became aware 
of the national policy recognizing this fact many years later, when I heard an 
Indiana congressman assert that U.S. government policy since 1933 has been 
to pay the family farmer smart money to get him off the land. This is not a fact 
that the U.S. Department of Agriculture or the agricultural colleges advertise.
Unlike his sister Harriet, in her day a master of fox hounds, and his 
kinfolk at the south end of town in Geneseo, Grampa didn’t ride, hunt foxes, 
or raise horses. He took no interest in the world of horseflesh, other than the 
health of teams on his farms and the need of the local National Guard cavalry 
troop for remounts. For him, a woodchuck hole in a field was not a place for a 
fox to go to ground as a safe haven, but a dangerous condition. A woodchuck 
hole could break the leg of any draft horse unlucky enough to step into it. If a 
wagon wheel fell into a woodchuck hole, a wagonload of bundles or hay might 
tip over and fall off the wagon. 
Grampa thought it was important for his family to know about and share 
his attachment to the land, and the importance of his and their stewardship 
over it. During World War II, in his letters to family members overseas, he 
focused on farm matters, confident that his family would share his interest 
and concerns.
Writing from Washington to his younger son, my uncle Reverdy, on 
February 7, 1945, he said:
No very important news from home. As I wrote you, I was there 
a little over two weeks ago. Since then Gott reports to me by 
letter and by phone that they have had a lot of slow thawing and 
something like half of the snow has melted away. The river rose 
a little but up to night before last there was no immediate threat 
of a flood. Apparently a rebellion has broke out at Hampton. 
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The men who have been there under Old Tom Servis are mad 
because I am putting in a new man as boss—Burdick by name. 
They got the idea that one of them should be boss, but none of 
them are fit for the job. I just could not do it. Two of them have 
served notice that they are walking out March first. We may 
have a tough time this spring, but we will work it out somehow. 
Physically the farms are O.K. and the big snows have done a lot 
of good to that whole country.
Grampa wrote me a long letter on June 20, 1945, when I was about to 
leave France for the Philippines:
I can’t give you a last-minute report on the farms because I have 
not been up there for ten days. When I was there the last time 
the work on the farms in the Geneseo neighborhood was badly 
behind schedule due to constant cold rains. In the month of May, 
there were twenty-six days in which rain fell. This held back 
corn and bean planting very seriously. No harm to oats and peas 
which were planted early. No harm to wheat or to alfalfa and 
clover hay. Pretty severe damage to apples, some of which were 
frost bitten after the blossoms came out. The farms in the Avon 
region were much better off. As luck would have it, they escaped 
some of the showers that deluged Geneseo. Moreover the land 
down in that part of the country is a little less heavy with clay 
and dries off more quickly. Things were going well around Avon. 
Since then they have had one week of really fine weather and 
Gott writes me that they have almost caught up with the planting 
on the Geneseo farms. So I am feeling better.
Grampa wrote me again on July 23, saying, “All goes pretty well on the 
farms except we are having too much rain. We are behind in haying. If it doesn’t 
rain this week, we will start in on the wheat.”
Grampa’s last wartime letter to me was dated October 16, 1945. He 
gave me a detailed description of the harvest:
I got seven straight weeks at Geneseo in July and August—the 
best time I have had in years. They made us come back here 
on September sixth but I have been up there twice since then 
on week-end trips. The farm season has not been good. As you 
probably remember, we had terrific rains all through May, June 
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and a good part of July which hurt corn, beans and oats pretty 
badly. Our consolations were a big wheat crop and an enormous 
crop of alfalfa and clover hay. The trouble was that rains were 
so frequent that quite a lot of the hay was badly stained. We had 
pretty decent weather in the last half of August and the first half 
of September and were catching up fairly well with some of the 
work. Then all of a sudden toward the end of September, another 
rainy season set in, the worst we have ever had at that season of 
the year. Three inches in thirty-six hours, with the river spilling 
over into the low places on the flats. It came right in the middle 
of the corn cutting and bean harvest and set us back a lot more. 
By now we have most of the silos filled but we shall have very 
little grain corn left over. The beans are still unharvested, a lot 
of them standing in bunches which have to be turned over from 
time to time in a desperate attempt to get them dried out. We 
will get them, finally, but they won’t be so good. Our luck with 
crops has not been good but I cannot kick about the live stock. 
Steers and cows have done well and the price is satisfactory. It 
has been one of the best beef steer seasons we have had in a long 
time. The steers weighed well and fetched good prices. And all 
the sheep have done well. We know how to drench them better, 
with the result that we have had no trouble with worms. Lamb 
prices are good. No kick there.
A well-known family story had it that one evening Grampa returned 
home to Hartford House after a day in his barnyards, and tracked manure onto 
the beautiful red carpet in the front hall. Granny Wadsworth discovered the 
effluvia and reproached Grampa severely for what he had done. Grampa looked 
down at his feet ruefully, and said, “Why Alice, I make my living that way.”
Back in the early 1900s, Grampa, farmer and stockman, had multiple 
responsibilities. He was learning farm management by doing. He had married 
and started a family. And in 1904, he was elected to the New York State 








Like his father, the Boss, Grampa was a lifelong Republican. In 1904, 
at the age of twenty-seven, Grampa was elected for a two-year term as the 
representative from Livingston County to the New York State legislature, the 
Assembly. He was re-elected in 1906, and the Assembly elected him Speaker, a 
position in which he served until 1910.
In the early 1930s, Grampa’s elder son, James Jeremiah, my Uncle 
Jerry, was elected to the Assembly from the same Livingston County district 
that Grampa had served before. Uncle Jerry told me about an incident that 
occurred at the New York Republican State Convention at Saratoga Springs in 
1910. Ex-president Theodore Roosevelt had returned from his African travels 
to preside as chairman of the convention on behalf of his majority faction. 
Grampa, as former Speaker of the Assembly, was named minority leader of 
the floor of the convention. A debate ensued on the question of whether the 
convention should adopt a plank favoring party nominations to elective office 
by direct primaries, rather than, as before, party conventions. TR favored direct 
primaries. As speaker, Grampa had opposed the direct primary bill. He, of 
course, was thoroughly familiar with the parliamentary rules of the Assembly, 
which governed procedure in the convention so far as applicable.
TR’s parliamentary skills had grown rusty during his long absence from 
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the Assembly in which he once had served. As the debate grew warm, Grampa 
raised several points of order against TR’s rulings. Finally, exasperated, TR 
snapped, “The Livingston from gentleman is completely mistaken.” Perhaps TR 
was subconsciously thinking of things African and Stanley’s famous remark, 
“Dr. Livingston, I presume.” At any rate, for years afterwards, Uncle Jerry said 
that whenever he and Grampa met, they would bow to each other and intone, 
“The Livingston from gentleman, I presume.”
Grampa’s and Uncle Jerry’s rather sarcastic memorial of this incident 
may have reflected deeper feelings on the part of both Grampa and the Boss. 
They were aware of their English forebears, and of the Roosevelts’ Dutch 
background as Hudson River patroons. Grampa and the Boss before him 
contrasted the way that as landlords they treated their tenants, and the way 
the patroons had treated theirs in times past. Grampa was proud of the fact 
that several generations of tenants had remained on some of his farms, despite 
the fact they were on one-year leases. He thought of the lease terms that 
ensured the continued productivity of the soil as encouraging not only better 
farming practices, but better citizenship. For him, the relationship between 
landlord and tenant was one of mutual respect, without distinction of class. 
Although occasionally described as the Barons of the Genesee Valley, the 
Wadsworths remained small-d democrats when it came to doing a day’s work 
and relationships between man and man.
An example of this mindset appeared in a letter Grampa wrote me 
on March 16, 1946, describing the benefits of universal military training—a 
peacetime draft. Grampa gently chided my youthful political incorrectness. He 
said:
Not only would boys from different sections of the country 
be thrown together, but, more importantly still, boys from all 
economic and social strata. I remember your telling me when 
you were going through the early part of your training what a 
“darned nice little Wop” you had come in contact with. That Wop 
taught you something and you probably taught him something. 
Difficult to describe but nonetheless important. After all, the 
man who knows most about human beings is the best educated 
man. That’s why Al Smith was great. He got his education on the 
sidewalk and when he matured he was one of the best educated 
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men I have ever known, although his language was at times 
ungrammatical.
Grampa sounded a similar theme in a letter he wrote my brother Jim on 
December 20, 1945, when Jim was serving as a Marine on Parris Island:
You are learning a lot about fellers. There are all kinds of them. 
Scarce any two are alike. Some are quick, some are slow. Some 
are square, some are slick. Some want to learn and do. Others 
want to learn and can’t. Some do not care about learning 
anything. But way down underneath you will find something 
good in pretty nearly all of them. Patience is what is needed in 
sizing up dependably a big gang of youngsters.
In contrast to Grampa’s approach, the patroons, whether or not they 
were lords of the manor, tended to look on themselves as patricians. If they 
had tenants, the tenants resented what they perceived as their landlords’ 
hauteur and the harsh terms of the standard patroon leases. Indeed, in 1839, 
the culture clash between the patroons and their tenants had broken out in 
violence, known to history as the Antirent or Patroon War.
Along with these historical considerations, TR’s tendency to showboat 
may have fueled a real blow-up between TR and his fellow Republican, the 
Boss, which had occurred a few years previously. When TR was president and 
the Boss was a congressman, TR made the Food and Drug Act a key part of his 
legislative program. The Boss had become chairman of the House Agriculture 
Committee. Lifelong stockman and farmer that he was, he bitterly resented 
what he perceived as the undue burdens the legislation imposed on him and 
his fellow agriculturists. Incautiously, the Boss vented his spleen not on the 
law, but its sponsor. Speaking of TR, he said, “The bloody hero of Kettle Hill is 
unreliable, a faker and a humbug.”12 Aggrieved, TR arranged for the Boss to be 
defeated for re-election to Congress.
In referring to TR’s Spanish-American War record, the Boss may have 
been harking back to his own experience as an unsung veteran in the long-
continued common sacrifice of the infinitely bloodier Civil War, contrasted with 
TR’s enthusiastic capitalization on his own heroism in a minor engagement in 
12  Edmund D. Morris, The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt (New York: Coward, McCann & 
Geoghegan, 1979), 12.
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a very short war. The Boss may have been aware of the fact that when TR’s 
Rough Riders, including the Boss’s own cousin Craig Wadsworth, reached the 
crest of San Juan Hill, they were cordially welcomed by black troopers of the 
Ninth Cavalry, one of the crack regular army Buffalo Soldier units, which had 
actually led the charge, with the Rough Riders, as one historian subsequently 
put it judiciously, “following closely.” TR, out in front of his men, was “among 
the first” to reach the crest.13
Both TR and the Boss were downright pugnacious. One of TR’s 
biographers tells us that when TR was in the New York Assembly, a ward 
politician commented unfavorably on TR’s attire while he was perambulating 
the streets of Albany. TR, the erstwhile Harvard boxer, decked his critic, 
dragged him into a nearby bar, sat him down, ordered him a beer, and advised 
him that “When you are in the presence of gentlemen, conduct yourself like a 
gentleman.”14
The Boss had a similar temper. Grampa was chairman of the New York 
delegation to the Republican National Convention in Chicago in 1912. The 
Boss and Grampa’s mother attended as spectators and sat in the gallery. As 
chairman, Grampa announced the roll call votes of the delegation. On the issue 
of contested seats, Grampa announced a vote of 78 for the Taft side and 12 
for the Roosevelt side. A New York delegate challenged the announced count. 
On a roll call the vote was 77 to 13. One man had changed his vote. In his oral 
history memoirs, Grampa tells us what happened next:
The Roosevelt adherents in the galleries boo-ed me on the 
assumption that I had tried to cheat them out of that one vote. 
My father was sitting in the gallery with my mother. The man 
behind my father, an otherwise perfectly respectable Roosevelt 
adherent, but carried away with his emotion and not knowing 
the man in front of him, bellowed out at the top of his lungs, 
“Wadsworth, you’re a crook.” My father turned and smashed 
him in the face.
It was all smoothed over peacefully outside in an alley with the 
help of two policemen. The man who had said that about me had 
no idea that he was saying it about the son of the old gentleman 
13  David F. Trask, The War With Spain in 1898 (New York: Macmillan, 1981), 242.
14  Morris, The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt, 166–167.
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sitting in front of him. That was one incident where my father 
couldn’t control himself; he just couldn’t. My God, his son’s 
honor had been questioned.15
In contrast, ill temper, let alone violence, was no part of Grampa’s life, 
public or private. I never heard him use caustic or intemperate language about 
TR, his cousin Franklin, or anyone else in public life, whatever the temptation. 
The worst thing I ever heard him say about a public man was when he referred 
to James Michael Curley, sometime Boston mayor, congressman, and jailbird, 
as an “amiable pirate.”
In fact, in political matters, Grampa was always oriented toward issues 
and working for results in the public interest, rather than partisan politics. 
As to people, he told me how much he enjoyed working with Al Smith, when 
Smith first came to Albany as a Democratic assemblyman from the sidewalks 
of New York City. In his autobiography, Smith confirmed the kindness shown 
him by Grampa, the upstate Republican leader, a rare occurrence given the 
historic friction between upstate Republicans and New York City Democrats.16
An additional factor, religion, contributed to this friction. Upstate 
Republican New York tended to be Protestant. Urban and upstate Democrats 
tended to be Irish Catholic. They resented their history of treatment as 
second-class citizens, subject to job discrimination and suspicion about 
their patriotism. Al Smith found this out when he ran for president in 1928. 
Supposedly, after Smith lost, he had sent a one-word telegram to the Pope: 
“Unpack.” In the McCarthy era, an angry defender of the Wisconsin senator 
wrote a letter to the New York World-Telegram in which he framed the issue in 
a way that reflected not the issues of Communism and due process of law that 
most people thought were involved, but the underlying issue of anti-Catholic 
prejudice. The writer said something like, “You Protestants think you can keep 
us Irish cops and bartenders forever, but you’re wrong.”
In the early 1950s, I worked as a lawyer for Simpson Thacher and 
Bartlett, a great New York law firm. Bill Manning, one of my colleagues and 
15  Oral History, 154.
16  “[Wadsworth] evinced a personal interest in me and gave me committee assignments 
that put me in a position to understand better just what was going on. I found myself on the 
important Committee on Insurance…” Alfred E. Smith, Up to Now (New York: Viking Press, 
1929), 75.
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friends there, invited my wife Janey and me to his wedding on Long Island. 
The reception that followed was a great Irish event. A microphone was 
mounted near the dance floor so that anyone who wanted to congratulate the 
happy couple could be heard. Among those who approached the mike was an 
elderly couple who had been a song-and-dance vaudeville team in their day. 
They performed a couple of their old routines to the delight of all the guests 
present. Grampa would have loved it. He would have appreciated even more 
a conversation I had later with the man who had performed. When he made 
the family connection, he told me that he, a New York City Democrat, had 
served with my Uncle Jerry in the Assembly in Albany. He told me how much 
he and his fellow New York City members appreciated Uncle Jerry’s kindness 
and consideration toward them, something they did not expect and did not 
ordinarily receive from upstate Republicans.
During Grampa’s time in the New York Assembly, he was still working 
for his father, the Boss. In 1911, his aunt, Cornelia Adair, offered him the 
opportunity to run his own show for the first time. She invited him to take 









The history of the storied JA Ranch began shortly after the Civil War. A 
few years before the war, the Boss’s sister Cornelia had married a Bostonian 
named Montgomery Ritchie, and they had become the parents of two sons. 
Toward the end of the war, Cornelia’s husband died. She then married John G. 
Adair, a wealthy Anglo-Irish grandee, and the proprietor of a great landed Irish 
estate. The newlyweds moved to New York City.
John Adair had been an enthusiastic participant in the Irish enclosure 
movement. Enclosure had come late to Ireland, causing, along with the potato 
famine of 1847–1850, the mass exodus of Irish to America. John Adair had 
evicted some 240 people, members of smallholder families, who had lived on 
his estate, whether by custom, lease, or deed, for generations.* As late as 2012, 
a website commemorated the suffering of Adair’s victims (www.derryveagh.
com).
He was so hated for what he did that he became the subject of a couple 
of popular ballads, authors unknown. One is entitled “Cruel John Adair,” and 
ends:
*For the modern reader, an informative description of the enclosure process, as it had 
occurred earlier in England, appears in one of Patrick O’Brian’s great novels, The Yellow 
Admiral, in which O’Brian’s hero, Jack Aubrey, successfully (at least for the time being) resists 
the enclosures sought by a landowner.
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Full fifty homes he has leveled all 
And wild sighs fill the air. 
Full fifty thorns and curses fall 
On cruel John Adair.
Fifty curses weren’t enough for the author of another ballad entitled 
“Derryveigh.” He or she said, in part:
There is rippling in the waters 
There is rustling through the air. 
Five hundred thorns and curses 
Upon cruel John Adair.
Indeed, the legend of John Adair mentions his suspicion that arsonists 
were to blame for a fire that occurred in one of his Irish mansions. 
Perhaps impelled by a common interest in travel, along with avoidance 
of enclosure problems and the desire to join in the wave of European 
investment in America in the post–Civil War West, Adair and Cornelia took an 
extensive Western trip in 1874. Cornelia kept a diary in which she recorded 
what happened along the way. By that time, Phil Sheridan, the famous Union 
cavalryman, had become the commanding general of the Department of the 
Missouri. Mindful of the gallant wartime service and sacrifice of Cornelia’s 
father, the General, Sheridan laid on a cavalry escort and a horse-drawn army 
ambulance for Cornelia to ride in on the expedition. Adair rode horseback, 
with a holstered rifle handy to shoot buffalo. Cornelia’s diary builds up the 
suspense as the travelers penetrated day by day deeper into buffalo country. 
For a long time, they sighted no buffalo. Finally, a scout returned with welcome 
news—buffalo ahead. John Adair sallied forth to claim his trophy. He pulled 
out his gun and rose in the saddle. Regrettably, his horse stumbled in a prairie 
dog hole, and Adair fired his gun accidentally into the back of his horse’s head. 
The horse fell dead and Adair suffered a nagging shoulder injury.
During this or a subsequent trip, the Adairs met Charles Goodnight, 
the greatest of all of the developers of Texas ranches. Despite John’s accident, 
the Adairs’ enthusiasm for the West remained undiscouraged. They partnered 
with Goodnight and put up the money, and in 1876 he staked out a huge 
ranch for the partnership in the canyon of the Palo Duro, south of Amarillo, 
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Texas. The partnership acquired the land and named the ranch the JA, after 
John Adair. Because it was founded in 1876, 100 years after the Declaration 
of Independence, the JA, one of the oldest ranches in Texas, is also known as a 
Centennial Ranch.
According to Grampa, Goodnight’s expertise lay in his practical approach 
to land acquisition. He made sure that the out-boundaries of the ranch 
included significant year-round water sources in order to carry the cattle that 
would graze on it. Thus, the out-boundaries were not regularly drawn along 
section lines as they were in the areas of the Trans-Mississippi West acquired 
by Thomas Jefferson in the Louisiana Purchase. Instead, they were jagged—
gerrymandered, so to speak—and reached far out into the countryside to 
include some desirable spring or waterhole.
After several years, the Adairs bought out Goodnight. John Adair died in 
1885 and Cornelia was left to run the JA Ranch by herself. Her son Jack managed 
it for a time. Over the years, she hired several non-family ranch managers. By 
1911, she concluded that Grampa, her brother’s son, could do a better job of 
running the ranch than her previous managers had. She offered her nephew 
the job, and he took it. He had worked for the Boss in Geneseo for over ten 
The JA Ranch headquarters, c. 1907
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years. Now, for the first time, he ran his own show.
The ranch contained 525,000 acres and supported about 16,000 
whiteface Hereford cattle. Grampa spent the greater part of each year from 
1911 to 1915 on the ranch. He participated with the cowboys in the heavy 
work of the round-up season, marking and branding calves and sorting cows 
and steers, getting them ready for sale. A photo of him from that time survives. 
He is sitting easy on his cow pony, looking comfortable and competent.
One summer after World War II, a St. Louis friend, Fitz Gordon, and I 
spent several weeks working on the JA for cousin Montie Ritchie, Cornelia’s 
grandson, who was then managing the ranch. Fitz and I couldn’t claim to be 
cowboys, as we lacked the skills. We were ranch hands. We spent the days 
throwing seventy-five-pound bales of Johnson grass, a weed in Arizona but 
fodder in Texas, onto a flatbed trailer. It was not a glamorous occupation.
Later that summer, I discussed our experience with Grampa. We talked 
about the mesquite problem on the ranch. There was a lot of mesquite in the JA 
pastures. Mesquite is a thorny, fast-growing, water-sucking tree-like pest that 
tends to infest cattle ranches. Ranchers try to get rid of the pest by poisoning it, 
burning it, digging it out, and uprooting it using chains slung between a couple 
of big caterpillar tractors. The process of mesquite removal is frustratingly 
difficult and expensive.
To my surprise, Grampa was an ecologist ahead of his time. He told 
me that in his day, almost fifty years before, the pastures of the JA—the Llano 
Estacado, or Staked Plain—were substantially free of the mesquite pest. He 
said he thought that this was because historically the high plains of Texas were 
populated with large herds of antelope. As East Coast gardeners know to their 
chagrin, deer are browsing animals. They eat browse or brush. By standing on 
their hind legs, they will eat anything green up to eight feet off the ground. In 
his day, Grampa said, the deer in Texas kept the mesquite down by eating it as 
it grew. 
On the other hand, cattle are not browsing animals, and what’s worse, 
their manure fertilizes young mesquite plants. As Texas ranches tested the 
carrying capacity of the land—up to, in some places, seventy-five acres to a 
mother cow—the environment for the growth of mesquite improved. 
Grampa suggested that ranchers might be able to keep down mesquite 
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by putting some browsing animals—deer, sheep, maybe even a few goats—in 
among the cattle. True, ranchers might not want too many browsing animals 
sharing scarce grass with their cattle. But Grampa thought it might be worth a 
try on the basis of cost/benefit analysis.
Grampa said that the same type of problem affects pastures in the 
Genesee Valley of New York, but involving a different plant, the thorn or wild 
rose bush. These bushes tend to infest land overgrazed by cattle and horses. 
But if sheep, a browsing animal, are put into a pasture, they will keep out the 
thorn bushes. The ecological point Grampa was raising is that man pays for 
disturbing the balance of nature. Once the disturbance occurs, pasture must 
not be over-grazed, just as crops must be rotated.
In his oral history memoir, Grampa expressed his appreciation for the 
cowboys he worked with. He called them “resourceful, cooperative, possessed 
of tremendous physical endurance and a quiet delightful sense of humor.”17 He 
told me that they only had three days off a year: Christmas, New Year’s, and the 
Fourth of July. He told me of a typically reticent cowboy’s description of what 
happened to him when he checked into a hotel in Amarillo:
No sooner had he entered his room than a young woman entered it 
bearing hot water and towels. The cowboy drawled, “And do you know, Mr. 
Wadsworth, she wouldn’t leave until I gave her two dollars.”
It was not Grampa but Granny who told me of an exciting occurrence 
on the JA while Grampa was there. After a heavy rain, a huge flash flood filled a 
dry creek bed or wash full to overflowing with a torrent of fast-moving water. 
Somehow, Kitty O’Shea, the beautiful red-headed daughter of one of the JA line 
campers, fell into the creek and was in danger of drowning. Grampa ran to 
her aid and grabbed her long red hair on the way to dragging her to safety. 
Presumably, modesty prevented him from telling that story himself. However, 
there was something in Granny’s tone of voice as she told it that suggested 
some concern about the extent of Kitty’s proffered gratitude.
Grampa’s tenure as full-time manager of the JA began to come to a close 
in mid-summer of 1914. In his oral memoir, he painted a typically vivid picture 
of what happened:
One night we were gathered around the fire at a point about 
17  Oral History, 52.
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thirty miles from our headquarters. We had been working in a 
round-up all day. The cowboys were sitting around the fire in 
cowboy fashion, on the ground. We had eaten our supper and 
were about to roll up in our blankets to go to sleep. Incidentally, 
that little spot where we had our wagon and sleeping place was 
known as “Stink Hole.” There was a spring of water there which 
was so strong with gypsum or alkali that men couldn’t drink it. 
I was lounging at “Stink Hole” when over the hill—I can see him 
now, outlined against a pale sky—came a cowboy on his horse, 
loping down toward our fire. He got down when he came to the 
ring of men.
He said (with a Texan drawl), “Mr. Wadsworth, I have just ridden 
down from headquarters and they want you up there.”
I said, “What’s the matter, Bill?”
“I don’t know. There’s some message come from up East some 
place. They gotta see you pretty soon.” 
So, I said I was sorry he had such a long ride and assured him, 
“I’ll be going on back in the morning.”
The next morning about five thirty or six, I rode back some thirty 
miles to our headquarters where we had a telephone to the rail 
town about twenty-five miles away.
I said, “What is this?”
They showed me a telegram from Geneseo, New York, addressed 
to me saying in effect, “At a meeting of your fellow citizens here 
in Geneseo today a resolution was passed urging you to become 
a candidate for the Republican nomination for the United States 
Senate in view of announced retirement of Elihu Root.”18
Grampa saw his opportunity and grasped it. He returned to New York 
to campaign. He had to leave the company of cowboys and coyotes, antelope 
and buffalo, the chuck wagon and its irascible cook, the hoodlum who helped 
18  Oral History, 53–54.
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around the chuck wagon and the wrangler who looked after the remuda, 
and return to the free-for-all of New York State politics. Nominated as the 








After Grampa was elected to the Senate, and for the rest of their lives 
together, he and Granny spent part of the time in Washington, DC, and the 
rest in Geneseo. In Washington, they went to live in the Hay-Adams house at 
800 Sixteenth Street. The house had been designed by H. H. Richardson for 
Granny’s father and mother, John and Clara Hay, and their friends, Henry 
Adams and his wife, Clover. Like present-day townhouses, the Hay-Adams 
house had a common interior wall. Also, according to Granny, it had connecting 
doors on one or more floors. Grampa and Granny lived there until the 1920s. 
Later they moved to 2800 Woodland Drive, in the swale between Connecticut 
and Massachusetts Avenues. When the Hay-Adams house was torn down, the 
Hay-Adams Hotel was erected in its place. 2800 Woodland Drive is gone, too, 
replaced by two grimly portentous stone residences.
Grampa became a member of the Senate Committee on Military Affairs 
in 1917. The committee dealt with military policy issues, such as the Selective 
Service Law, passed by Congress in 1917, and the creation of a War Industries 
Board, charged with increasing the production of war materiel.
He discussed with me at length the circumstances that led to the refusal 
by the Senate to approve President Wilson’s League of Nations Treaty. Shortly 
after the 1918 Armistice ended World War I, President Wilson went to the 
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Versailles Peace Conference; decided how he wanted Europe, the Middle East, 
and the former German colonies in Africa and elsewhere divided up; and told 
the Senate to approve the League of Nations treaty. Accepted wisdom holds 
that America was isolationist, the Senate was isolationist, and the United 
States retreated into its shell and followed George Washington’s advice to 
avoid foreign entanglements. A popular song asked, “How you gonna keep ’em 
down on the farm, after they’ve seen Paree?” America allegedly viewed itself 
as a pastoral Eden that properly eschewed the immoral sophistication and 
dynastic entanglements of a worn-out European culture.
However, according to Grampa, this was a mistaken view. In his 
comments to me he put the blame on President Wilson, for his failure to 
consult with the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, his failure to take any 
senators with him to the peace conference, and his overall contempt for the 
Senate expressed in his characterization of the Foreign Relations Committee—
and the Senate itself—as “a little band of willful men.” Grampa said that if only 
President Wilson had seen fit to work with the Senate, the treaty would have 
had a good chance of passage. 
In his oral history memoirs, Grampa fleshed out what he told me about 
President Wilson and the League of Nations. As World War I drew to a close, 
Grampa said, he sailed for England on November 6, 1918. As a member of the 
Senate Committee on Military Affairs (now the Senate Committee on Armed 
Services), he wanted to see for himself what was going on at the front. He 
arrived in England just after the Armistice of November 11 was signed.
While he was in England, the press reported that President Wilson was 
coming to France to take part in the Versailles Peace Conference. That day, 
Grampa met with Arthur Balfour, the British Foreign Minister. In response to 
Balfour’s question about what Wilson was coming for, Grampa said, “You can 
search me.”
Grampa then went to France where he toured the battlefields and met 
with General Pershing. While Grampa was in Paris, President Wilson arrived 
to represent the United States at the Peace Conference, accompanied by a 
commission of advisors he had appointed.
Grampa sought out an acquaintance, Henry White, a member of the 
commission, and asked him about the president’s plans. White responded that 
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to the best of his knowledge, neither he nor any member of the commission, 
including Robert Lansing, the Secretary of State, knew what the president had 
in mind.
Grampa added, “That was the first indication that had come to me that 
President Wilson was totally unable to cooperate with people.”19
The Senate, along with the public, learned about the text of the Covenant 
of the League of Nations, proposed by President Wilson, by reading about it in 
the newspapers in March 1919.
Thereupon, Grampa and thirty-eight other senators signed the famous 
Round Robin protest against Article X of the covenant, which pledged members 
to go to war if a League member were attacked. The Round Robin group 
objected to this provision as pre-empting the power of Congress to declare 
war, contained in Article 1, Section 8, of the U.S. Constitution.
When the vote on the treaty came, Grampa joined the Reservationists 
in voting for ratification, with amendments known as reservations. Grampa 
himself had drafted one of the amendments, to provide that, in the event of 
hostilities, immigrants from enemy nations residing in the United States would 
not automatically be shut off from personal or business relations with U.S. 
citizens. Perceptively, Grampa saw that absent such an amendment, the United 
States would have to create concentration camps. The Irreconcilables, who 
wanted no part of the treaty, voted against it. At President Wilson’s behest, 
twenty-three Democratic senators joined the Irreconcilables, and the treaty 
was defeated. Wilson wanted this result because, he said, “They have cut the 
heart out of my Covenant with the reservations.” Wilson wanted all or nothing.
For Grampa, the issue was not so much about guarding the Senate or 
protecting its privileges as it was guarding the Constitution. But, obviously, it 
hurt Wilson’s cause that he did not follow the path laid out for him by Article 
II, Section 2, of the Constitution. Section 2 empowers the President to make 
treaties “by and with the advice and consent of (two-thirds of) the Senate.”
The fact that President Wilson did not take anybody into his confidence, 
least of all the Senate, no doubt contributed to the refusal of the Senate to ratify 
the Covenant, even with Article X and other reservations attached.
What fueled Grampa’s thinking and judgment on this issue? No doubt, 
19  Oral History, 130.
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it was his personal experience as Speaker of the New York Assembly, and 
the fact that he had reached out across the aisle to Democrats, to the likes of 
Al Smith, to get support for public policy projects. Grampa seemed to know 
instinctively that respect for human dignity, consultation, and consensus (or at 
least approval by a working majority) were essential to political success.
By the end of his first term in the Senate, Grampa had become a leader 
of the Republican Party.
His service in the New York Assembly, his representation of the then 
most populous state in the Union, and his natural leadership qualities made 
him a highly visible and quoted member of the Senate in the early 1920s.
He sat among the mighty at the 1920 Republican convention in Chicago 
and had his own version of the famous “smoke-filled room” story. Allegedly, 
Republican Party bosses, meeting in a smoke-filled hotel room, brokered 
the nomination of Warren G. Harding on the Republican presidential ticket. 
Grampa gave me his version of the story in a letter he wrote me on May 12, 
1948, during my sophomore year at Yale. He said:
Now about the “smoke filled room” at the 1920 convention. I 
happen to know something about that because I was in and 
out of that room many times. Here’s what happened: General 
Leonard Wood and Governor Frank Lowden were the leading 
candidates for the nomination. Senator Hiram Johnson of 
California was also a candidate but trailed the other two. The 
convention balloted for two days and by Friday night it was 
apparent that there was a deadlock between Wood and Lowden 
and that the convention would not turn to Johnson. Incidentally, 
the weather was very hot and the delegates were sitting in their 
shirtsleeves all day long, sweating. The smoke-filled room was 
on an upper floor of the Blackstone Hotel. A great many men 
came in and out of that room during those two or three days. 
Among others, I remember Senator Lodge of Massachusetts, 
Senator Brandegee of Connecticut, Senator Watson of Indiana, 
Senator Smoot of Utah, the Republican national committeeman 
from Pennsylvania, Senator Curtis of Kansas, George Harvey 
(later ambassador to London) and a large number of delegation 
chairmen and national committeemen. They all came in to find 
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out what could be done to break the deadlock. Some were for 
Wood, some were for Lowden and some were for President 
Butler of Columbia University. Some were for Senator Poindexter 
of Washington. Hardly any of them were for Harding. Harding 
had been running a rather poor fourth in the balloting. I know 
positively that no decision whatsoever was ever reached in 
that smoke-filled room. The people in there were like chickens 
with their heads off. They could not agree on anybody and did 
not know what to do. Of course, the newspaper men knew that 
prominent politicians were going in and out of that room almost 
day and night and they began to build up a story about it. The 
last time I was in the room was about 12:30 a.m. of Saturday. On 
coming out of it on my way to bed I encountered Senator Harding 
in an upstairs corridor of the Blackstone. He and I were good 
friends as we had sat side by side in the Senate for six years. He 
asked me if there were any developments about which I could 
inform him. I replied in the negative. He then said, “Well, Jim, I 
would have a chance for this nomination if I could show a gain 
on the first ballot tomorrow morning.” (Saturday). And he asked 
me if there was any chance of his gaining some delegates from 
the New York delegation. Up to that time only two delegates out 
of the ninety from New York had been voting for Harding. I told 
him that I did not think he could show much of a gain but that 
I wasn’t sure. And we parted. The next morning the New York 
delegation met before the convention convened and six delegates 
changed from Lowden or Wood and announced that they would 
vote for Harding on the ballot. That made a total of eight Harding 
delegates from New York instead of two. The news of this spread 
about and a good many people thought it was significant. Then, 
when the first roll was called, the Kansas delegation, when that 
state was reached upon the rollcall, switched away completely 
from Lowden or Wood (I forget which) and voted solidly for 
Harding – twenty of them. From that moment it was all over. The 
tired, sweating delegates turned to Harding as the only solution. 
As the rollcall progressed more delegates turned to Harding, 
until at the end of that first rollcall he had forged ahead of Hiram 
Johnson. That settled it. Delegations changed their votes and 
flocked to the Harding bandwagon. And that is the way he was 
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nominated. The smoke-filled room had absolutely nothing to do 
with it. A lot of the more prominent men who had been in and 
out of that room were just as surprised as Harding himself. You 
can show this letter to that lecturer, if you want to do so, and tell 
him that I am sorry he has fallen for that old smoke-filled room 
story. It was a good story at the time but it was false, like lots of 
stories.
Grampa told me several other stories related to his time in the Senate. 
They throw light on the issues of the day and his thinking processes.
He discussed with me the view held by many white Americans 
after both World War I and World War II, that African American soldiers in 
segregated units would not fight. He analyzed this issue for me with his typical 
perceptiveness. He pointed out that by World War I, the United States had 
begun a reserve officer training program. The college ROTC program trained 
college students to serve as officers in time of need. However, even then, there 
were far too few competent officers to go around. African American soldiers 
serving in segregated infantry divisions had multiple handicaps. To begin with, 
all African American soldiers, enlisted men and officers alike, were treated 
as second-class citizens, subject to slights and discrimination. Post–World 
War I Army review boards did not take racial prejudice into account when 
assessing  the performance of the all-black 92nd Division. Black soldiers were 
understandably suspicious and distrustful of authority. True, there had been 
outstanding black units, such as the Buffalo Soldiers, in the old regular Army. 
But these units had white officers almost exclusively. And with the coming of 
World Wars I and II, the crack professional black units were broken up for 
cadre in new units. Grampa said that in World War I the African American 
soldiers would not follow newly fledged black officers. Many of these soldiers 
came from the rural South. It was hard for Northerners to understand their 
feelings. Second-class citizens that they were, these soldiers understandably 
wanted to be led by officers who were not themselves second-class citizens.
Grampa’s insight into the thinking of his fellow Americans was echoed 
many years later. Writing in The Scotsman on February 25, 2003, Dr. Benjamin 
S. Carson, a distinguished African American surgeon, said:
White people weren’t the only ones harboring aberrant ideas 
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based on history either. As a young neurosurgeon at Johns 
Hopkins, I’d encounter black patients and in some cases I could 
imagine their thoughts: “This guy is young and black and has 
this lofty position. I don’t think I want the product of affirmative 
action operating on my brain.” It was often blacks themselves 
who were most acutely aware that their racial brethren, 
shortchanged in the educational process, might not have had 
all the benefits afforded their white counterparts. These blacks 
were no more intentionally malicious than the white nurses, but 
they weren’t willing to bet their lives on my competence, either.
During Grampa’s time in the Senate, he became acquainted with a 
second Roosevelt, Franklin D., the wartime Assistant Secretary of the Navy. 
Grampa had no great fondness for FDR for at least two reasons, neither of 
them political.
The first was that the handsome and well connected FDR cut a wide 
swath in Washington society. His boss, Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels, was 
a country editor from North Carolina. An FDR biographer relates how, when 
FDR first met Daniels, FDR described him as “the funniest looking hillbilly (I) 
had ever seen.”20 Indeed, FDR was openly contemptuous of Daniels. At a dinner 
party, Secretary of the Interior Franklin K. Lane told FDR: “Mr. Daniels is your 
superior and you should show him loyalty or you should resign your office.”21 
Grampa told me precisely the same thing. He said that FDR went around town 
in Washington not only commenting about Daniels’ appearance, but also 
criticizing his administration of the Navy Department. Grampa specifically 
cited this conduct to me as an example of conduct to be avoided. He said that 
the applicable principle was “loyalty up.” That meant, very simply, if the man is 
putting the bread in your mouth, you have no right to go around and undercut 
him. While he was at it, Grampa told me of another loyalty principle, “loyalty 
down.” That meant that the boss should be loyal to his subordinates, and 
protect them against undeserved criticism.
When I discussed this subject with my father, he told me another reason 
why Grampa didn’t cotton to FDR: lack of chivalry. Grampa had expressed 
20  Geoffrey C. Ward, A First-Class Temperament: The Emergence of Franklin Roosevelt (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1989), 217.
21 Ward, A First-Class Temperament: The Emergence of Franklin Roosevelt, 224.
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resentment to my father of the fact that FDR occasionally did unflattering 
imitations of his own wife’s speech in social gatherings when she was not 
present.
As chairman of the Senate Committee on Military Affairs, Grampa 
focused on military appropriations, and an unsuccessful effort to include 
universal military training—a peacetime draft—in the 1920 National Defense 
Act.
Grampa took an early interest in military aviation. In fact, he and Senator 
Harry S. New of Indiana unsuccessfully advocated the establishment of an 
independent department of aeronautics in the National Defense Act of 1920. 
Grampa was credited with obtaining the limited appropriations Congress made 
to maintain the army’s air arm. He participated in drafting federal legislation 
to license pilots, inspect aircraft, and supervise air posts. As a result, he was 
thrown into close contact with Billy Mitchell, the controversial apostle of air 
power. However, while Grampa agreed in the main with Mitchell’s views on the 
importance of air power, he became disenchanted with Mitchell’s personality 
and emotional instability.
To begin with, Grampa told me, Mitchell presumed to call him by his 
first name, something, notes Grampa’s biographer, “which those close to him 
usually did not do for all their affection for him.”22
Grampa also told me that he had good reason to question Mitchell’s 
mental stability. He said that on one occasion Mrs. Mitchell had come to see 
him. Tearfully, she complained that she and her husband had gotten into an 
argument in their home, which resulted in Mitchell chasing her upstairs with a 
revolver in his hand. Terrified, she had locked herself in the bathroom, with her 
husband rattling the door and threatening to shoot her. While Grampa detailed 
this incident to me, he did not include it in his oral memoirs.
Over the years, our family accumulated additional insights about what 
life was like at 800 Sixteenth Street.
Thus, when my father met my mother, perhaps in 1922 or 1923, she was 
living there with her parents. One day, Dad came over from Baltimore to call on 
her for the first time. He had never met Grampa. When he rang the doorbell, 
Dan, the distinguished-looking Irish butler answered it, and Dad made Dan’s 
22  Fausold, James W. Wadsworth, Jr., 107.
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day by holding out his hand and saying, “How do you do, Senator, I’m Stuart 
Symington.”
Unfortunately, Dan’s tenure in the house ended before Grampa’s did in 
the Senate. One day, when Grampa was engaged in one of his meaningful dinner 
table conversations with a high-level fellow public figure, perhaps Uncle Nick 
Longworth, he asked Dan to pass the beef again. Dan did so, but Grampa, deep in 
conversation, waved him off. Then Grampa looked up and paused long enough 
to ask Dan to pass the beef again. Dan did so, and Grampa again waved him off. 
When Grampa asked Dan to pass the beef a third time, he was in for a surprise. 
Dan, who had the reputation of drink-taken, lost patience. He exploded, and 
in his rich Irish brogue said, “I passed it once, and I passed it twice, and be 
dommed if I’ll pass it again.” Distinguished through Dan’s appearance might 
have been, this outburst ended his association with Grampa and Granny.
Grampa’s principles may well have cost him the presidency of the Unit-
ed States. In 1926, he was the senior senator from New York, running for ex-
pected re-election, and a possible nomination in 1928 as the Republican can-
didate for president. Unfortunately for his and his supporters’ hopes, he was 
a man of principle. Worse yet, he was a man of at least two principles. One 
was opposition to the Noble Experiment of Prohibition, embodied in the Eigh-
teenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which outlawed the manufacture 
and sale of liquor in the United States. The other was opposition to women’s 
suffrage—the vote for women. In an era when practically nothing was politi-
cally incorrect, these were two positions that reinforced one another symbioti-
cally and adversely to Grampa’s aspirations. The ladies, and not a few males, 
angrily rejected Grampa’s reputed conclusion that things were bad enough as 
they were without women voting; there was no assurance that they would get 
better if women voted; and, in fact, they might get worse. (In 1920, the Nine-
teenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution gave women the vote.) The Pro-
hibitionists gave the matter further thought, and ran a third-party candidate 
against Grampa. Women, still resentful, flocked to the banner of the Prohibi-
tionist, generating around 200,000 votes for him.
The only thing Grampa ever said to me about the campaign was to 
mention with amusement the slogan relied upon by the Drys: “No woman is 
safe on the street when the drunken Wadsworth is abroad.” The Prohibitionist 
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candidate drew enough votes away from Grampa to elect Robert Wagner, the 
Democratic candidate, to the Senate.
Grampa retired to his tent and stayed out of partisan politics until he 
was elected in 1932 to the House of Representatives in the congressional 
district south and west of Rochester, where he served until his retirement in 
1950. In 2008, evidence came to hand showing that he continued to take an 
interest in non-partisan 
politics during his hiatus 
from public life. Someone 
trolled the eBay Internet 
auction service and passed 
along to me two souvenir 
coasters—the cardboard 
disks used to protect a table 
from condensation or 
spillage from a glass full of 
liquid.
The coasters are 
advertisements for Dewar’s 
Scotch Whiskey. The copy 
on one side calls on all 
Americans to “Celebrate 
Repeal Day December 5th 
(1933)!” On that day, the 
Twenty-first Amendment 
of the U.S. Constitution 
became effective, repealing the 1919 Eighteenth or Prohibition Amendment.
On the other side of the coaster, Dewar’s “Celebrates Heroes of the 
Repeal,” by way of a portrait photo of Grampa, described as “one of the handful 
of Congressmen vehemently against Prohibition. He made 131 speeches across 
the country for repeal on behalf of the AAPA (Association Against Prohibition 
Amendment).” Curiously, a quaint disclaimer appears on the rim of the disk: 
“While we believe most of all these facts to be true, we are unable to verify 
all of the sources and present many of these facts for pure entertainment.” 
Grampa as a farmer keeping in touch with politics
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Entertainment or not, the coasters show how firmly and effectively Grampa 
stuck to one of his principles.
Until the late 1950s, I never knew how serious a candidate for president 
Grampa would have been had he been re-elected to the Senate in 1926. I was 
then a practicing lawyer with an office in downtown St. Louis, Missouri. The 
downtown Woolworth’s dime store was located near my office in period 
shabby surroundings with an old wood floor. One lunch hour, I wandered into 
Woolworth’s and saw a pile of used or 
remaindered books on a freestanding 
counter. A sign on the counter said you could 
buy any one of them for ten cents. I began to 
riffle through the pile, and uncovered a 
campaign biography of my grandfather. I 
opened it, and a little slip of printed paper 
fell out into my hand. It said, “With the 
Compliments of the Wadsworth Campaign 
Committee.” I still have the book, but regret 
that I have lost the slip. Looking back, 
however, it probably was all to the good that 
Grampa did not have to suffer what the Great 
Engineer, Herbert Hoover, went through as 
the man whose presidency was devastated 
by the Depression.
-
Grampa’s 1926 campaign biography
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Grampa (seated, far right) receiving an honorary doctoral degree at the 1947 Harvard 
commencement. Other recipients are (seated, l. to r.) J. Robert Oppenheimer, Ernest C. Colwell, 
George C. Marshall, Harvard President James B. Conant, Gen. Omar N. Bradley, T. S. Eliot, and 
(standing, l. to r.) William A. Dwiggins, George H. Chase, William H. Carter, Jr., I. A. Richards, 




On a sunny June day in 1947, Harvard held its annual commencement. 
General George C. Marshall, one of the group who were awarded honorary 
degrees, was the commencement speaker. His brief address outlined the 
Marshall Plan, which opened the way to economic recovery for Europe, 
including the defeated Axis powers. At some time during the commencement 
festivities, a photographer arranged the recipients of honorary degrees on a 
section of miniature bleachers for a group photograph. The picture suggests that 
Harvard intended to recognize symbolically the groups that had contributed to 
the final victory over the Axis Powers. General Marshall had been the principal 
military architect of victory. General Omar Bradley symbolized the successes 
of American leadership on the field of battle. Robert Oppenheimer symbolized 
the scientific and technological innovations that resulted in the development of 
the atom bomb. And there, seated on the extreme right of the bleachers in the 
first row, was the stocky, alert, slightly smiling figure of James W. Wadsworth, 
Jr., my grandfather.
Obviously, Harvard selected him to symbolize the contribution to 
victory made by the Congress of the United States, which raised the money 
and the armed forces to do the job.
Harvard recognized not only one man’s greatest achievement in a 
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lifetime of public service, but a multi-generational, 
almost genetic, passion for the public interest 
and an effective national defense program. That 
heritage extended backward in time at least to the 
Revolutionary War and its aftermath.
Grampa told me how after the Revolution 
old Jeremiah Wadsworth, his collateral ancestor, 
had been elected to Congress. Grampa told me that 
Jeremiah had introduced a bill to create a military 
training program that would create a large trained 
reserve for national defense in case of need. The bill 
died in committee.
The next lesson came in the War of 1812. 
William Wadsworth, James’ brother, was handed a general’s commission in the 
New York militia, and instructed to help invade and conquer Canada. According 
to Grampa, William sought to avoid the chore, claiming with justification that 
he knew nothing about the subject.
William’s objections were overruled, and presently he found himself 
on Canadian soil, at the head of what he supposed was a sizable army of 
New York militia. Grampa said that skirmishing occurred, and William found 
himself seriously wounded, alone, and surrounded by a group of Canadian 
solders. Resourcefully, he called upon them to surrender. They asked him why. 
He replied hopefully, “Because I am at the head of a large army of American 
soldiers.” The Canadians said, “Look behind you.” William did and saw that his 
untrained and undisciplined troops had fled to their boats and were rowing 
back across the Niagara River to New York as fast as they could go. William said 
something like, “Aw, the hell with it,” and surrendered his sword.
According to the history books, Grampa did not have his facts quite 
straight. But his story made a valid point. If the elements of your army are not 
prepared and trained to fight as units, the army will not perform very well.
The need for trained officers surfaced again during the Civil War. At the 
outbreak of the war, many West Pointers headed for the South. The Union had 
to train much of its officer corps from scratch. It took McClellan much longer 
to whip the Army of the Potomac into an effective fighting force than it took 
Jeremiah Wadsworth,  
1743–1804
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the South to create its armies. Moreover, throughout the Civil War, the combat 
efficiency and cohesiveness of the Union army was constantly disrupted by 
the departure from the front lines of troops whose terms of enlistment had 
expired. Grampa’s grandfather, James S. Wadsworth, appointed a brigadier 
general of Union volunteers, had to obtain on-the-job training in battle. He lost 
his life in the continuing process. Grampa was a student of the Civil War. As 
previously mentioned, when I was twelve years old he gave me a personally 
guided tour of the Gettysburg battlefield. But Grampa was not just a Civil War 
buff. His grandfather’s fate contributed to his growing conviction that military 
preparedness was essential to national survival.
Then came Grampa’s own personal experience when he enlisted as a 
private in the Spanish-American War. The nation was totally unprepared for 
the conflict. All was confusion and waste in the camps and embarkation points. 
Improper sanitation caused many thousands of deaths by disease.
Less than twenty years later, the United States was drawn into World 
War I. The familiar theme of preparedness surfaced again in Grampa’s thinking. 
The 1917 Draft Act and War Industries Board were unable to produce and 
equip the armed forces of the United States in an effective way overnight. In 
fact, it took about a year from the time the United States declared war against 
the Central Powers in April 1917 before it could participate in a meaningful way 
in the Allied war effort. The U.S. Army had to use a British rifle, the Lee Enfield; 
French artillery (the famous French .75s); and French and British aircraft. The 
United States never was able to design and produce combat aircraft before the 
war ended.
Although I don’t remember him mentioning it, Grampa must have known 
or sensed the fact that in World War I, the American Expeditionary Force took 
horrific losses in a very short time—some 300,000 casualties, including over 
100,000 men killed in action—in substantial part because of their inexperience 
and unfamiliarity with the military situation and conditions of twentieth-
century warfare. Sadly, one of the young and inexperienced American soldiers 
who lost his life was Grampa’s own cousin, Private Livingston Wadsworth.
As I was growing up in Geneseo in the late 1930s, Grampa did not 
harp on the need for national defense preparedness. Maybe we derived an 
unwarranted sense of security from the presence nearby of the “Troop”—the 
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National Guard Cavalry outfit in the Armory on the Avon Road, almost visible 
from the front porch of Hartford House. The troop and New York City’s Squadron 
A were part of the same larger Guard unit. We took civic pride in the claimed 
soldierly superiority, demonstrated in annual active duty for training, of our 
farm boys over the effete city dwellers. Captain Miller, the commanding officer 
of the troop, taught me how to ride by the numbers. His supply sergeant’s big 
worry was getting back the telescopic sights the boys would borrow for deer 
season. Cousin Bill Wadsworth served in the unit, and later commanded it. 
Boris Volkonsky, Czarist Russian cavalryman, came to visit the Moukhanoffs at 
Ashantee. He taught me jumping in the Armory and awed me by demonstrating 
Cossack riding tricks. At a full gallop, Boris could pick up a handkerchief from 
the tanbark with his teeth. He also could lean out of the saddle, go clear around 
a galloping horse, and clamber back into the saddle. As far as I was concerned, 
even as Hitler began developing the Panzer Korps, all seemed right with the 
world.
The day came when my naïve views about preparedness changed. One 
day I was tagging along with Grampa in Washington, DC, when we met up with 
Army General John McCauley Palmer. Palmer was a rather slight, trim, gray-
haired soldier, sharp-looking in beribboned tunic and a Sam Browne belt. He 
looked scholarly, and he was. Grampa told me about him after we parted.
He and Palmer had been working for preparedness together for twenty 
years or so, ever since Grampa had chaired the Military Affairs Committee of the 
Senate after World War I. The committee had to recommend defense policy for 
the country. General Peyton March, Army Chief of Staff, recommended a large 
peacetime regular establishment. Palmer, detailed to advise the committee, 
had been studying the subject of preparedness for years. He advocated a small 
regular establishment to be supplemented in time of war by a large reserve 
of citizen soldiers trained through a peacetime draft. The committee adopted 
Palmer’s view as more consistent with historic American distrust of a standing 
army. Congress, in the Defense Act of 1920, recognized the small regular army 
concept. But, against the advice of General Pershing, whose aide was George 
Marshall, then a colonel, Congress rejected a peacetime draft and underfunded 
both the regulars and the volunteer reserve components. In the process, 
Grampa and Marshall became friends. As World War II approached, a group of 
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concerned citizens, including Grenville Clark, a New York lawyer, and Grampa, 
along with Marshall and Palmer, both now generals, began to try to make up 
for lost time.
In May 1940, Clark formed a group called the Second Corps of the 
Military Training Camp Association, reminiscent of the Plattsburgh Movement, 
a volunteer group he helped to form in 1915 to train prospective army officers. 
The group included Langdon Morris, formerly FDR’s law partner; Julius Ochs 
Adler of the New York Times; Henry L. Stimson; Frank Knox; Lewis Douglas, 
FDR’s first budget director; Judge Robert P. Patterson of the Second Circuit U.S. 
Court of Appeals; and William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan, a New York lawyer.
Led by Donovan, the group met with Grampa. They formed a smaller 
group to draft a peacetime conscription bill. The sub-group consisted of 
Grampa, Clark, Palmer, President Conant of Harvard, and Elihu Root, Jr., along 
with several officers sent by General Marshall, now chief of staff of the army.
At some point, Grampa introduced me to Donovan. Donovan had been 
my father’s lawyer in anti-trust matters, and Dad had told me something 
about “Wild Bill.” He had gained his nickname as a football player at Columbia 
University in New York, and had gone on to win the Congressional Medal of 
Honor as one of the great heroes of World War I. I had expected that Donovan 
would be a swashbuckling giant, radiating the kind of power later to be 
associated with Arnold Schwarzenegger. Nothing could have been further from 
the truth. Donovan stood a stocky 5' 10" or so. He had snow-white hair, twinkly 
blue eyes, a rosy complexion, and the mild demeanor of a kindly Irish priest.
I shared my impression of “Wild Bill” with Grampa. In response, he told 
me a story. He said that when Donovan had run unsuccessfully for governor 
of New York in 1932 on the Republican ticket, Donovan had looked to him as 
his mentor. Donovan had asked Grampa for advice on how to campaign. After 
watching him in action, quietly talking to the voters, Grampa told Donovan that 
when giving a speech he would have to wave his arms and cuss a little. Grampa 
said that Donovan looked at him sadly and said, “Oh, Senator, I just couldn’t do 
that.”
As Grampa noted in his memoirs, “France was overrun about June 15, 
1940, leaving Britain alone in the battle against Hitler.” The drafting group, 
joined by Senator Burke of Nebraska, decided it was time to act.
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On June 19, 1940, President Roosevelt rather vaguely asserted at a 
press conference that “all Americans at the age of 18 should be subject to a 
year’s discipline and training, not necessarily strictly military training.” FDR’s 
statement suggested the creation of a sort of super–Civilian Conservation Corps 
approach to preparedness. The statement did not even hint at the need not 
only to train troops but to incorporate them into combat-ready military units. 
The statement reflected FDR’s well-known unwillingness to get out ahead of 
public opinion, particularly in the matter of a peacetime draft, something that 
America had never seen before.
FDR’s seemingly impromptu remark gave the signal for the introduction 
in the Senate the very next day, and in the House on June 21, of the Burke-
Wadsworth peacetime conscription bill that became the Selective Service Act 
of 1940. As Grampa noted in his oral history memoirs, the House Military 
Affairs Committee did not mind the fact that he sponsored the bill, even though 
he was not a member of the committee. It was a hot potato they were glad to 
avoid.
On August 2, FDR held his 666th press conference, in the course of 
which he said he considered the Selective Service Bill as essential for national 
defense.
Congress passed the Selective Service Act on September 14, 1940, and 
FDR signed it two days later. The act 
limited selected service to twelve 
months subject to extension by order 
of the president should Congress 
declare that the “national interest is 
imperiled.” At the time, no one paid 
much attention to this provision of 
the act. One suspects that Grampa, 
General Marshall, and the other 
proponents of the act feared that 
the bill would not pass if it required 
more than twelve months’ service. 
Even so, Senator Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri growled that the draft was 
“militarism repugnant to every American interest and institution.”
FDR signing the Burke-Wadsworth 
(Selective Service) Act,  
September 16, 1940
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On May 27, 1941, FDR delivered one of his fireside radio talks. He 
said that the United States faced an unlimited emergency. He didn’t follow 
up immediately on this declaration. Congress paid no attention to it. By the 
summer of 1941, General Marshall took the initiative. He loaded his biennial 
report, published on July 3, with statistics showing the need for extension. His 
chickens had come home to roost. Without extension, he could not create the 
teamwork needed to fashion a combat-ready modern army. Now, FDR helped. 
In a thoughtful message to Congress on July 21, he reminded the people of his 
previous statement that a national emergency existed, and called on Congress 
to authorize extension. FDR made it very clear where the responsibility for 
preparedness lay. His message to Congress concluded, “The responsibility lies 
with Congress.”
Now, however, congressional proponents of extension could not count 
on effective support from the Grenville Clark group. The isolationist America 
First movement had homed in on the group as members of a war party, with 
designs to embroil the United States in the European war. America First 
counted among its leaders the likes of Charles A. Lindbergh, still regarded as 
just about America’s Number One hero, and General Robert Wood, leading 
businessman and president of Sears, Roebuck and Company. Moreover, FDR no 
longer enjoyed the undying fealty of some key Democrats. Some resented his 
meddling in the choice of the Senate majority leader. Others resented his effort 
to purge Democrats who opposed his policies by supporting their opponents 
in primary elections. Still other members resented what they viewed as the 
high-handed intellectual arrogance of some of FDR’s “Brains Trust”–type 
appointees. And others resented what they viewed as FDR’s unconstitutional 
effort to pack the Supreme Court with justices who would rule favorably on his 
New Deal programs. Much less could FDR look for support from Republican 
members, many of whom reflected their constituents’ distaste for “that man in 
the White House” and all his works.
Closer to hand, literalists resented FDR’s sliding-scale enhancement 
of the concept of the boundaries of the Western Hemisphere. The 1940 
Selective Training and Service Act limited (army) selectee duty to the Western 
Hemisphere. So, pending a helpful legal opinion by the State Department, FDR 
sent a detachment of Marines to garrison Iceland. Similarly, by April 25, 1941, 
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U.S. warships were patrolling the Atlantic halfway between Africa and Brazil. 
Going the other way, by August 1941, the War Department owned up that a 
few Guard units had been sent to Hawaii and the Philippines, although Guard 
service was also limited to the Western Hemisphere.
Congress had let pass FDR’s 1940 deal with Great Britain, whereby 
the United States obtained the use of bases in the Caribbean, Bermuda, and 
Newfoundland in return for fifty old World War I destroyers. On March 11, 
1941, FDR had signed the Lend-Lease Bill, whereby the United States agreed to 
lend the British whatever they needed, and the British would give it back down 
the road, or pay for it, some day, if they could.
All these moves on FDR’s part led congressional Democrats and 
Republicans alike to complain that he was plotting the creation of a new AEF 
for service abroad in the European war then going on. Indeed, Republican 
Senator Vandenberg had complained that the Lend-Lease Bill authorized FDR 
to “make war on any country he pleases any time he pleases.”
Overall, too, members of Congress were painfully aware of pressure by 
their constituents to release the selectees after one year of service so that they 
could return home and get high-paying jobs in the defense industry for which 
Congress had already appropriated some 50 billion dollars.
Congressional proponents of extension now had to rely on the expertise 
of Secretary of War Stimson and General Marshall and their own experience 
and that of their colleagues. On July 22, 1941, General Marshall testified before 
the House Military Affairs Committee. He then arranged with Grampa, his 
old friend, to meet one evening with some forty Republican congressmen at 
the Army and Navy Club in Washington. Marshall talked to the members for 
almost five hours, explaining the need for extension in detail, and answering 
their questions.
Afterwards, he and Grampa thought they had persuaded a dozen or so 
of these Republicans to risk their seats by voting for extension.
On August 6, a Gallup poll had pegged nationwide opposition to 
extension at 45%. In the heartland Midwest, opposition ran higher, to 54%.
House Speaker Sam Rayburn and Majority Leader John McCormack 
did their best to round up Democratic support for extension. Nevertheless, 
it appeared that over sixty Democrats would vote against the extension 
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bill. It would take some twenty Republicans to achieve passage. Grampa, 
considered Mr. Preparedness on the Republican side, faced the difficult task 
of rounding up enough Republican votes to pass the bill. Grampa’s task was 
made more difficult by the utterly cynical position taken by Joseph W. Martin, 
the Republican House minority leader. Martin viewed opposition to extension 
as a political opportunity for the Republican Party. Although he claimed later 
that he favored extension, he and a number of his Republican colleagues would 
vote against it.
The House debate and vote on extension occurred on August 12, 1940, 
and takes up over eighty pages of the Congressional Record.23 The record 
of debate contains only one reference to the testimony of the beleaguered 
Grenville Clark. Nor could the White House mount a last-minute lobbying 
effort. FDR was out of the country, meeting with Winston Churchill in Argentia, 
Newfoundland, to work on the Atlantic Charter. General Marshall was with him. 
The Republican minority on the Armed Services Committee, headed 
by Dewey Short of Missouri, filed a somewhat incoherent report. The report 
acknowledged that the United States faced a real danger, but claimed that the 
national interest was not imperiled, and hence extension was unnecessary. 
The report seized on a remark by General Marshall to complain that FDR was 
withholding information from the Congress. Marshall had said, “Unfortunately, 
it is not in the public interest to make a public statement of all we know.”
Opponents of extension rang every conceivable change on their 
objections. Basically, their arguments were isolationist. They looked at national 
defense as defense of the Western Hemisphere, which meant to them the 
continental United States. They blamed General Marshall and Grampa by name 
for their failure, back in 1940, to candidly acknowledge that extension would 
be necessary in order to achieve unit teamwork and combat readiness in the 
armed forces. That fact, many of them intoned, made the 1940 act a contract 
between the government and the selectees, which Congress was duty bound 
to respect. Taking this view, some selectees threatened to desert if Congress 
did not live up to its alleged contract. The selectees would “go over the hill in 
October,” and the term “OHIO” entered the language. Faced with the fact that 
the real issue was not blame but combat readiness, the opponents of extension 
23  Congressional Record 87, Pt. 7 (12 August 1941), pp. 6995–7077.
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looked for comfort all the way back to the organizational genius of Frederick 
the Great. They talked hopefully of the “90-day wonders” trained as officers in 
World War I, and the individual exploits of Alvin York, as if every soldier would 
have York’s unique qualities of natural aptitude and heroism. 
Stung by FDR’s statement in his July 21 message that “[t]he responsibility 
lies with Congress,” some opponents of extension argued with a straight face 
that General Marshall and FDR could achieve extension under existing law, by 
way of a paperwork jungle. The army could discharge the selectees after one 
year, post them to a reserve component, and then call them back into service 
as reservists forthwith. Asked about this idea, General Marshall had given a 
straightforward response: “I think it would be most unfortunate to do that 
at this time because the soldier would feel that he had been victimized by a 
maneuver, by sharp practice, under cover of law.”
Without reading the Congressional Record transcript—at three columns 
to a page—of the August 12 House debate on extension, it is hard to get a clear 
idea of the intense feelings of many of the members who spoke for or against 
the measure. Along with some shameless posturing, they exhibited numerous 
passions, among them fear, apprehension, resentment, spite, malice, distrust, 
and greed, along with trust and patriotism. At pages 7020–7021 of the 
record, Grampa spoke in favor of extension and his short speech is a model of 
realistic clarity, logical, factual, and persuasive. He disagreed respectfully with 
a colleague who had contended that just as the army had taken in selectees 
in driblets, it could discharge them the same way after one year of service 
without disrupting the army. He pointed out that the federalized 27th New 
York National Guard Division, during the course of a week’s time, had taken in 
6,000 selectees in a group. Similarly, the 29th Division had taken in 9,500 men 
over a period of a few weeks. Instead of scattering the selectees throughout the 
division, the division commander assigned incoming increments to regiments. 
To discharge the increments by groups in a two-month period would wreck 
teamwork among the regiments in the division.
Turning to foreign affairs, and the existence of a national emergency, 
Grampa described Hitler’s activities in football terms: “He still gains, he still 
carries the ball, he still gives the signals, and there are no rules in the game as 
he plays it, much less a referee.” On the subject of U.S.-Japanese relationships, 
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Grampa was eerily prophetic: “You see the activities of Japan. A naval member 
of the Japanese Cabinet said only last week that the situation in the Far East 
was such that a mere spark would set off the explosion, and you all know that 
to be true. Against whom was the alliance between Japan and the Axis Powers 
primarily directed? Against the United States, have no doubt about it.”
With these facts, Grampa concluded, “It is conceded that if legislation 
of this kind is not passed the defense of the United States will be seriously 
weakened for many, many months.”
Grampa’s words must have told heavily in the debate, because five bitter 
opponents of extension focused their objections on his views as much as they 
could under the rules of the House. Two of Grampa’s Republican colleagues 
made particularly dismissive and sarcastic comments. Congressman Everett 
Dirksen said, “I listened to our friend from New York (Mr. Wadsworth) this 
morning as he painted a dismal picture of oriental danger … this is the same 
Japan that is moving away from America and not toward America … this is the 
same Japan that undertakes to occupy a country not in the Western Hemisphere 
but in the Eastern Hemisphere.” Closing with a jarring oratorical flourish, 
Dirksen suggested that if extension occurred, the name of the Selective Service 
Act should be changed to the Selective Shanghai Act.
Grampa’s Hudson River colleague Ham Fish adopted a similar tone. A 
giant of a man, he had been an All-American football player at Harvard, and 
was a combat veteran of World War I. He had the reputation of being a loose 
cannon. In consequence, the Republican leadership in the House had made 
him resign from the Foreign Affairs Committee, and then had put Grampa on it. 
Understandably, Fish might have been resentful. Maybe too, he subconsciously 
dismissed Grampa as a mere Yale man, not a combat veteran, and a baseball 
All-American who should not have ventured onto  Fish’s turf by appropriating 
football terminology to describe Hitler’s activities. Fish had already called 
the attention of the House to the irrelevant fact that one of their colleagues 
had once coached the Cornell football team. Citing his visits to the same two 
divisions mentioned by Grampa, the 27th and the 29th, Fish contended that 
trained replacement selectees could replace discharged one-year men with no 
loss of efficiency or teamwork. Grandiloquently under the circumstances, he 
added, “I am sorry in the brief time I cannot take up and discuss foreign affairs 
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and answer the gentleman from New York (Mr. Wadsworth) about darkest 
Africa . . . somebody the other day in debate said we must go to war against 
Japan for rubber, tin, quinine, and nux vomica.” Fish’s ineffable statement 
speaks for itself.
In the event, the House chose to believe General Marshall, Grampa, and 
the other members who spoke for extension, along with those whom they had 
persuaded. The bill passed on August 12 by a margin of only one vote, 203–
202. The margin of victory was achieved by way of the votes of 22 Republicans.
The summer and early fall of 1941 found my brother Jim and me working 
on Grampa’s Hartford Farm, a big operation near Avon managed by Fred Potter. 
As was our custom, we spent Saturday night and Sunday with Grampa and 
Granny at Hartford House in Geneseo. Grampa had received a lot of hate mail 
objecting to his advocacy of Selective Service extension. Jim remembers that 
he kept a bushel basket full of such mail by the door on the front porch of the 
house. One day, Jim and I watched him pick up one of the letters, which he 
read aloud to us, and then threw back into the basket. We asked him why he 
punished himself that way. “Keeps me from getting a big head,” he responded.
At the Democratic convention in Los Angeles in 1960, my father, brother 
Jim, and I made a courtesy call on Speaker Sam Rayburn. We talked about 
Grampa’s speech in favor of Selective Service extension that August day in 
1941. Rayburn said, “I’ve heard a lot of speeches that changed members’ votes, 
but I only heard one speech in my life that changed the result of the vote.”
Frank Kent was a noted twentieth-century newspaperman and the 
author of a column called “The Great Game of Politics.” According to Martin 
L. Fausold, Grampa’s biographer, Kent attributed passage of the extension act 
to “those twenty other Republicans who gathered around Wadsworth, one of 
those all too rare birds in political life, a man of principle.”24
Joseph Clark Baldwin, a Republican congressman, recorded his 
reminiscences for the Columbia University Oral History project, just as 
Grampa did. Fausold quoted Baldwin as saying that on the morning of August 
12, Grampa rose and made “one of the most brilliant speeches I’ve ever heard 
on the Republican side.”25
24  Fausold, James W. Wadsworth, Jr., 339.
25  Fausold, James W. Wadsworth, Jr., 339.
89
FDR signed the extension of the Selective Service Act on August 18, 
1941. Later that month, the U.S. Army began the Louisiana maneuvers, its first-
ever peacetime training exercise involving army-size units. The maneuvers 
lasted into September, and tested the nascent capacity of the army to wage 
modern mechanized warfare.
On December 7, 1941, less than four months from the day Grampa 
made his famous speech, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and we were 
in a war that was to last almost four years. Grampa never bragged about his 
achievements, even the victory for Selective Service extension that capped 
his career in public life. But Granny told my brother Jim that just after Pearl 
Harbor, General Marshall had telephoned to congratulate Grampa for his role 
in sponsoring Selective Service and its extension. Marshall said, “Wadsworth, 
you have saved two million American lives and shortened the war we are about 
to enter by two years.”
After World War II, Grampa again introduced a bill in the House calling 
for compulsory universal military training. The bill died in committee.
This was the heritage, and the great body of work, that Harvard 
recognized that spring day in 1947.
-
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In the weeks before World War II in the European Theater ended, 
I transferred from the 1574th Engineer Heavy Shop Company in Aachen, 
Germany, to an infantry training detachment stationed in the old French caserne 
or barracks in Compiègne, France, and the adjacent hamlet of Pierrefonds. The 
caserne was located just south of Compiègne on the main two- or three-lane 
road running northward from Paris toward Belgium.
One fine French spring day, right after May 5, 1945—VE Day, standing 
for Victory in Europe, the day World War II ended in the European Theater—a 
messenger came over to my barracks from the orderly room. He told Technician 
Fifth Grade Symington to report to the orderly room pronto. I figured the call 
related to the fact that a few days before a soldier in my barracks had been 
apprehended as he tried to leave the base carrying a pair of my combat boots, 
apparently with the intent to sell them in the local economy. Against such an 
undesired eventuality, I had taken the precaution of using a hot iron to burn my 
army serial number—37624752—into the wide leather collar on top of each 
boot. The guard at the front gate had alertly checked the serial number on the 
new boots my colleague was carrying with the number on his dog tags, hanging 
on his neck. Unable to explain the inconsistency, my errant colleague was 
escorted to the stockade, there to await a court-martial. I figured management 
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wanted to talk to me about my anticipated testimony as a witness.
When I walked into the orderly room, two or three clerks were puzzling 
over what appeared to be a standard form set of military orders. The orders 
related to me. They did not say anything about a court-martial. Rather, they 
ordered me to report forthwith to the Hotel Raphael in Paris, thirty miles or so 
back down the road to the south, for what looked like an indefinite period. The 
order had come down from some much higher headquarters. The clerks in the 
orderly room, perhaps now joined by an officer, were concerned. They didn’t 
want one of their people reporting to Paris looking like a sad sack. So while I 
stood there, they walked around me making clucking noises and smoothing 
down my pockets and making sure they were buttoned. There wasn’t much 
more they could do. I guessed that the court-martial was scheduled for Paris 
instead of Compiègne.
In the months preceding VE Day and afterwards, there was always a 
lot of military traffic back and forth on the Paris-Compiègne road. Maybe the 
order looked so impressive that my superiors complied with it for their part 
by having a courier deliver me to the Hotel Raphael. Or maybe they just let me 
hook a ride in a passing two-and-a-half-ton truck, the ubiquitous vehicle we 
knew as a six by six because its live axles drove six wheels.
If I hooked a ride, the Hotel Raphael was either on the driver’s way or 
he was so impressed when I showed him my orders that he delivered me to 
the door. The hotel was and remains an elegant, impressive hostelry, located a 
block or so from the Arc de Triomphe, on l’Avenue Kléber, one of the boulevards 
radiating from l’Étoile. Obviously, I was approaching officer country.
I pushed open one of the ornate glass front doors, carrying either a ditty 
bag—or more likely, an old A or B barracks bag—containing toilet articles and 
a change of clothes. My only marks of soldierly distinction were the T/5 stripes 
on my olive drab woolen shirt. My shoes were unshined, for two reasons. To 
begin with, we didn’t have shoe polish in the field. Besides, the leather on our 
combat boots was rough side out. To shine them you had to use an involved 
process of carefully smoothing the leather with a hot iron or maybe sandpaper, 
and then filling in the roughness with a lot of shoe polish.
The desk clerk appeared to have been sent over from central casting 
for an Adolph Menjou movie. He had brilliantined dark hair, wore a cutaway, 
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striped pants, and a pencil-thin mustache, and, at the sight of me, aggrieved 
nostrils. He regarded me with distaste, and an incipient hand flutter by way 
of a wave-off. Obviously, his regular trade was field-grade officers, not scruffy 
corporals. I dug out my crumpled orders, unfolded them, and put them in his 
hand.
Fortunately, the desk clerk knew enough English to read the orders. 
Instantly, the icicles melted. The desk clerk was all smiles. Monsieur was 
expected. His grandpère, Congressman Wadsworth, had been looking all over 
the European Theater for me, had finally found me, and had the army send for 
me. In no time, I was installed in a spacious, luxurious bedroom in this four-
star hotel, with its own private bathroom featuring a king-size bathtub, and, 
as I soon found to my delight, unlimited hot water. What a difference from 
the hard wooden French bunks in the old Compiègne caserne, let alone our 
informal former accommodations when I was an army engineer occupying the 
Waggonfabrik Talbot in Aachen.
Presently the phone rang, and I heard Grampa’s cheery, unmistakable 
voice. How in the world had he turned up in Paris? Soon we were face to face, 
and he told me the whole story.
He had personal business 
reasons. During the war, his 
venerable and redoubtable Aunt 
Tilly had died. A widow and 
childless, she had left her chateau, 
LeBréau (the Briarpatch), near 
Fontainebleau, to Grampa, her 
favorite nephew. Grampa had come 
to see his new castle and settle her 
estate, in consultation with her 
Paris lawyer, Mr. Robinson. We met with him the next day. Courtly and white-
haired, he was, like Aunt Tillie herself, an American expatriate.
Grampa told me all about Aunt Tillie. She was a Travers, and his mother’s 
sister. She and her American husband, Walter Gay, had lived in Paris ever since 
their marriage in 1889. I had a vague recollection of meeting her once or twice 
in Washington or Geneseo, on one of her occasional visits to the United States 
Grampa and me, taken when he visited Paris 
right after VE Day
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to spend time with her nephew, Grampa, and Granny. I remember Aunt Tillie 
as an elderly lady, slight, who was both sharp-featured and rather sharp-
tongued. Like her sister, Great-Grandmother Wadsworth, she was dressed in 
deep mourning, black widow’s weeds. 
Granny and Grampa viewed Aunt Tillie as redoubtable, for good reason. 
Grampa told me that one day, many years before, Aunt Tillie was sitting in the 
back seat of her chauffeur-driven auto riding along a rural French road. The 
auto became involved in a serious accident. Aunt Tillie was thrown out onto 
the road. Broken glass flew in all directions. A stray shard cut a sizable slice off 
the tip of Aunt Tillie’s nose. Passersby picked her up, intending to take her to 
the nearest hospital. “Not without my nose,” she said. So all present got down 
on their hands and knees and scrabbled in the littered road, as people today 
would look for a missing contact lens, until they found the missing flesh. Aunt 
Tillie wrapped it in a handkerchief, took it to the hospital with her, and had 
the doctor sew it back on. Miraculously for those days, the graft took, and Aunt 
Tillie’s determination was rewarded with success.
Grampa told me about Aunt Tillie’s husband, Walter Gay. Gay original-
ly came from Boston, Massachusetts. As a young man, like Teddy Roosevelt 
and other Easterners thirsting for adventure, he had journeyed out West, 
where he spent a year 
or more working on 
a cattle ranch. In his 
spare time, he hunted 
wild game. Natural tal-
ent and much practice 
made him a crack shot. 
Curiously enough, this 
skill helped him in his 
career as an artist. Not 
without means, he and 
Aunt Tillie circulated 
in the haute monde of 
French society dur-
ing and after the Belle 
Walter Gay in his Paris studio, 1890s
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Époque. Friends often invited them for extended visits at their great estates. 
The Gays’ male hosts were thrilled to have a man counted the finest shot in 
France hunt with them. The hunt over, Gay delighted the families of his hosts 
by painting hauntingly evocative portraits of the interiors of their chateaux. 
Gay’s paintings are museum grade, and hang in museums in Europe and the 
United States.
Grampa had other reasons, reasons of state, for wanting to come to 
Europe after VE Day. As a former 
chairman of the Senate Armed 
Services Committee, he wanted 
to see for himself first-hand what 
the situation was in conquered 
Germany. So, just as he had done 
as World War I was ending, he had 
wangled transportation to France. 
As his first order of business, he 
had already paid a call on his old 
friend, General George Patton. He 
and Granny had known the Pattons 
at least since World War I.
Grampa said that Patton was not overjoyed about the way that World 
War II had ended in Europe. He had said to Grampa, “Senator, we had a pretty 
good war going on here for a while, but it just petered out.” Patton had made it 
clear that, given the opportunity, he would have led his Third Army all the way 
to Berlin, there to take out Hitler by himself.
As it was, units of Patton’s Third Army, including the 10th Armored 
Division, and with it Grampa’s younger son, Captain Reverdy Wadsworth, had 
made it all the way to Oberammergau, Austria, home of the world-famous 
Passion Play.
While Grampa was visiting Patton, the army, in a generous gesture, was 
scouring Europe to bring his family together for a reunion in Paris. All of the 
officers had been located. They included Grampa’s nephew, John Hay Whitney 
(Cousin Jock), and Cousin Bill Wadsworth, along with Uncle Rev and a son of 
Howard Gott. They all had come, spent several days with Grampa and, except 
Chateau du Bréau, by Walter Gay
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for Rev, gone back to their units. Finally, thirty miles away, the army located the 
only enlisted man they were looking for, T/5 Symington.
Rev respected Patton as a commander who thought of the welfare of 
his troops first. General Eisenhower had been obliged for political reasons to 
divert equipment and supplies the Third Army badly needed to Free French 
units that accompanied it on its drive to the Rhine. Rev said that Patton had let 
it be known that his troops could grab back from the French as much gas, oil, 
and other supplies as they needed and could lay their hands on. In those days 
we used the all-purpose word “liberate” to describe the process of acquisition, 
for the most part clandestine, from friend or foe.
Grampa had been in touch with Patton during the Third Army’s 
campaign. This led to a personal experience Rev had with Patton. One day in the 
field, he received a direct order telling him to report to Patton’s headquarters 
forthwith. Rev had no idea why Patton wanted to see him, of all people, and 
feared the worst. What had he done wrong? As every soldier knew, Patton was 
as famous for chewing out his troops as he was for taking care of them.
When Rev was ordered to report to Patton, a jeep took him to headquar-
ters. Theatrical as always, Patton had arranged the headquarters as a series 
of interconnecting chambers in several large adjoining tents. The first cham-
ber was populous with junior officers. The further Rev progressed through 
succeeding chambers, the more rank the officers in them had. Finally, Rev got 
to the last chamber and knocked at the entrance. A voice growled, “Come in.” 
There was Patton, sitting alone at his desk. Rev saluted and said, “Captain Wad-
sworth reporting as ordered.” Patton looked up from the pile of papers on his 
desk. “Why don’t you write home more often?” he said. Grampa had let Patton 
know that he hadn’t heard from Rev recently, and was getting anxious. Patton 
had followed through for his old friend.
Although I never served under Patton, I was aware of his fearsome 
reputation as a disciplinarian, although indirectly. Some months previously, 
before coming overseas, I was standing in ranks one day in one of the many 
formations I stood as an unassigned casual. For some reason, the platoon 
sergeant took a notion to chew out the tall, lanky soldier who stood next to me. 
Much to my and the sergeant’s surprise, when he paused for breath, the soldier, 
instead of quailing, laughed in his face. Said the sergeant, apoplectic, “What’s so 
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funny, soldier?” The soldier answered, “Well, Sarge, back in 1942, I was driving 
a truck during the desert maneuvers in California. I turned a corner too tight 
and threw dust into a tent near the corner. Patton came out of that tent and 
gave me a chewing that’ll last me a lifetime. So, chew away, enjoy yourself.” By 
referring to something that had happened way back in 1942, the soldier had 
established himself as an old soldier, worthy of respect. The platoon sergeant 
shook his head, and went his way.
The day after I reported to the Hotel Raphael, the army laid on an olive 
drab–painted sedan, and Grampa, Rev, and I drove out to LeBréau for lunch. 
Having been built in the eighteenth century, the chateau was not a medieval 
fortress. But it had a moat, and stood in a three-hundred-acre park that had 
long, intersecting allées, with statues on pedestals at the intersections. The 
ceilings were high, the boiserie—paneling—plentiful, the graceful, delicate 
furniture and furnishings intact. We lunched in the gracious dining room. 
Well-lit by French windows, its floor was distinctively paved with large white 
tiles, dotted at the corners with smaller, diamond-shaped tile inserts. Aged, 
solicitous remnants of Aunt Tillie’s staff waited on us. Even after VE Day, there 
still wasn’t much food around in the Fontainebleau neighborhood. So, swathed 
in enormous napkins, each the approximate size of a pillowcase, we watched 
with grave deference as a lonesome poached egg showed up in the middle 
of a fine porcelain plate in front of each of us. There followed a ceremonious 
remove and change of plates, each now freighted with a modest heap of petits 
pois. There may have been an accompanying, more than adequate white wine 
from what remained of the LeBréau cellar after the German occupation that 
had occurred in World War II. The servants were so kind and trying so hard to 
turn back the clock to reproduce the remembered hospitality of pre-war days 
that we didn’t dream of commenting adversely on “the fewness of the food.”
Large French windows lit the library, its books, paneling, and the fabrics 
of its furniture, if memory serves, all in tones of pale green, gold, and rose. 
We found Aunt Tillie’s diary, from the First World War and before, bound in 
several volumes of red morocco, scrapbook size. They were on a lectern for 
easy reading. I leafed through a couple of them. They told of a world long gone, 
and of names well known on both sides of the Atlantic in literature, the arts, 
politics, and society. Aunt Tillie was an acidulous commentator. Her thought 
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processes resembled those for which Alice Roosevelt Longworth became 
famous.
In one entry, Aunt Tillie sized up Eleanor Roosevelt as a young girl, 
remarking on her shyness and, in equine terms, her looks: “Poor girl, she’s 
parrot mouthed.” In those days, physical appearance was much more a topic 
of conversation and comment, in literature and salons alike, than it is now. 
Anyone who has read the diary of Queen Marie of Roumania will attest to 
that. Then, too, society tended to be rigidly hierarchical. Another diary entry 
reflected some objection that caused Aunt Tillie to remark that she could not 
stand “those upstart Harrimans.” Arguably, however, this comment can only 
be justified as applicable and limited to some unspecified conduct rather than 
referring to accepted social position and associations. After all, Aunt Tillie’s 
father, Billy Travers, reputed member of twenty-seven clubs, had achieved 
his greatest fame by associating with the quondam heavyweight champion 
of the world, John Morrissey—aka Old Smoke—a gambler and a member in 
good standing of the Dead Rabbits, one of the notorious gangs of New York. 
Together, they had developed the Saratoga racetrack in Saratoga, New York. 
The German advance on Paris in 1914 came within a few miles of 
LeBréau. In vivid terms, Aunt Tillie recorded in her diary the fascinated 
apprehension she and her circle of friends experienced in those days. She made 
her most telling and impressive social commentary perhaps unconsciously. 
Throughout the war, she and her husband continued their social round much 
as usual, to the extent of luncheons and dinners with friends several days a 
week. Aunt Tillie had the habit of listing the names of her fellow guests at such 
affairs. Over and over again, describing the people present, she would add a 
word about the terrible losses of its best and brightest, by way of wounds and 
death, that France was suffering in the war. Typical diary entries went much as 
follows: “I lunched with Madame X, whose son has just been killed, Madame Y, 
whose husband has been wounded, and Major Z, who is convalescing from his 
wounds.”
The human losses suffered by France during the Great War were the 
highest in proportion to its population of any of the countries involved. It was 
a war that France did not start. The entries in Aunt Tillie’s diary have caused 
me to have abiding sympathy for the French people.
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After lunch, Grampa, Rev, and I strolled around the beautiful park that 
surrounded LeBréau. We passed down the long allées, framed in new-leaved, 
over-arching trees. The marble statues at the intersections stood out white 
against the greenery overhead and the brownish tanbark of the paths under 
our feet. Returning, we paused to peer into the moat in front of the chateau and 
imagine swans swimming in it.
That night, Grampa took Rev and me to the Folies Bergère. It was 
closer to vaudeville than burlesque, only rather more of an ornate spectacle, 
featuring elaborate costumes, greater sophistication, and more skin than we 
were used to in American vaudeville. Truth to tell, however, the Folies really 
wasn’t all that much of a skin show. French taste in topless girls ran not to 
the belle poitrine but to the boyish, almost androgynous, a far cry from the 
preference of American burlesque for what the National Geographic magazine 
used to exhibit in a Polynesian context, and describe tongue in cheek to the 
satisfaction of its otherwise prudish readers as “deep-lunged Polynesian 
beauties.” The beautiful costumes were heavy on waving feathers. The overall 
effect was stately and grand.
During the intermission, we stood talking among the milling audience 
in the foyer. Grampa lit up a Lucky Strike, and Rev followed suit. Signs and 
loudspeaker announcements encouraged us, for a slight additional charge, to 
patronize the performance of the belly dancer in the basement. We decided 
to forgo this attraction. As we talked, I surveyed the crowd, composed mostly 
of Allied military personnel, including many staff officers, splendidly adorned 
with campaign ribbons, badges, pips, flashes, and aiguillettes. Rev and I didn’t 
have any ribbons. All he had were his captain’s silver bars and maybe his armor 
insignia. He looked overage in grade for a captain, for a reason. He had graduated 
from Yale in 1935 with an ROTC reserve commission as a second lieutenant of 
field artillery. But when the New York National Guard was called into federal 
service in 1941, and with it the troop of the 121st Cavalry stationed in Geneseo, 
Rev had resigned his commission and enlisted in the troop as a private. He 
had gone off to camp with the farm boys and small businessmen of Livingston 
County, in the unit commanded by our cousin, Bill Wadsworth. Rev had worked 
his way up through buck sergeant in the White House guard in Washington 
to Officer Candidate School. After the horse cavalry was disbanded and the 
100
cavalrymen were sent to armored divisions, Rev had earned two bronze stars 
for valor as a tank commander while serving with the 10th Armored Division. 
His unit, Combat Command Cherry, had become one of the first involved in the 
defense of Bastogne during the Battle of the Bulge.
As we stood at ease waiting for the intermission to end, a young second 
lieutenant pushed his way through the crowd toward us. Excitedly, he called 
out to Rev, “Cap’n Wadsworth . . . Cap’n Wadsworth.” He was from Rev’s unit, 
and had just come to Paris from Oberammergau. Rev introduced him to Grampa 
and me. The lieutenant had news for Rev. He blurted out, “Cap’n Wadsworth, 
you remember that we were looking for a billet for you? Well, we just found 
you a good one. We kicked Christ out of his house and you’re in.”
The young lieutenant’s report was indeed incongruous, but not 
blasphemous. The pre-war Oberammergau Passion Play was a civic function. 
The actors, including Anton Lang, famous for his portrayal of the Messiah, were 
more or less civil servants and likely to be card-carrying Nazis. Apparently, 
the 10th Armored, Rev’s unit, had initiated its own de-Nazification program in 
a mild way. Having delivered the news, the lieutenant could not refrain from 
passing along the predictable ironic scuttlebutt: Allegedly, the only non-Nazi 
among the actors was the one who played the role of Judas Iscariot.
Among those also present at the Folies that night, Grampa introduced 
Rev and me to several of his colleagues in the U.S. House of Representatives. 
They had come to the European Theater and Paris as members of a House 
Naval Affairs inspection committee. After all these years, perhaps one can 
be forgiven for chuckling about the maritime and anatomical homonym we 
detected in the committee’s status and what its members were enjoying.
Rev went back to Oberammergau the next day. That night, Grampa took 
me to a fancy, high-level reception at another chateau near Fontainebleau. This 
time, only heavy brass, military and civilian, were in attendance. Among the 
field-grade officers to whom T/5 Symington was introduced was Col. Charles 
Codman, General Patton’s personal aide and liaison with Free French forces. 
Many years later, an actor portrayed Codman in the movie Patton, starring 
George C. Scott. Codman had served in the Other War, as we used to call World 
War I. He was fluent in French because between the wars, he had served 
as the chief wine buyer for S.S. Pierce, the famous Boston upscale grocery. 
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Codman was a meticulous diarist, and after the war published a book about 
his wartime experiences. In the book, he tells of the reception at which we met, 
and mentions the presence there of “a young Symington.”26
In another day or so, our family reunion ended. Grampa went back to 
Washington. I went back to Compiègne, to await re-assignment to the Pacific 
Theater for the next chapter of World War II.
-
26  Charles R. Codman, Drive (Boston: Little, Brown, 1957), 316.
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During the time I knew Grampa as a congressman, he followed a 
routine that took into account the work of Congress and the rhythm of farm 
life. In later years, when Congress was in session, he and Granny lived at 
3263 N Street. He was generally home by around six o’clock in the evening. 
When Congress was in recess, Grampa might visit his congressional office 
in the Longworth Building, and work with his only staffer, Mr. Eicher, or else 
dictate correspondence to his secretary, Miss Bessie Christian, known as Chris. 
Sometimes Miss Christian would come to take dictation at Grampa’s “office” at 
3263 N Street, which was the converted carriage house or garage by the alley 
behind the back yard. Walter Lock, the chauffeur, garaged the family car nearby 
where he lived on Volta Place. Once or twice, when visiting at Eastertime, I 
accompanied Grampa to his congressional office. It was a musty, gloomy sort 
of place with dark yellow-brown walls, crowded with heavy dark furniture and 
a lot of filing cabinets.
Every few weeks in the winter and early spring, Grampa would take 
the “rattler,” the train from Washington to Canandaigua, New York. There, 
Howard Gott or Frank Luttenton would meet him, and he would spend a few 
days looking things over and preparing for spring planting and the purchase 
and sale of livestock.
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In Congress Grampa continued his lifelong interest in a strong national 
defense and minimum interference by the federal government in the lives of 
American citizens. His congressional district was so strongly Republican that 
in 1938 the Democrats did not field a candidate to run against him.
Perhaps this explains why his principled opposition to Social Security 
didn’t cost him his House seat, while his opposition to women’s suffrage and 
Prohibition did cost him his Senate seat. On April 19, 1935, he said:
I know the appeal this (Social Security) bill has to every human 
being, that it appeals to the humane instincts of men and women 
everywhere. We will not deny, however, that it constitutes an 
immense, immense departure from the traditional functions of 
the Federal Government . . . pensioning the individual citizens 
of the several states . . . Remember, once we pay pensions . . . we 
cannot withdraw from the undertaking no matter how 
demoralizing and subversive it may become. Pensions are never 
abandoned nor are they ever reduced. The recipients ever clamor 
for more. To gain their ends they organize politically . . . their 
power will be immense . . . ask yourselves the questions, “In what 
sort of country shall our grandchildren live? Shall it be a free 
country or one in which the citizen is a subject taught to depend 
upon government?”27
Now that Social Security and Medicare threaten to bankrupt the 
republic, Grampa’s words seem as eerily prophetic as his fear of the Japanese 
attack that came but a few short months after he expressed it. 
Grampa had no great confidence in what the courts held on economic 
matters. The Supreme Court held that window washers who washed the 
windows of an office building in which the majority of whose tenants were 
engaged in interstate commerce were themselves engaged in interstate 
commerce, and hence could organize labor unions under the Wagner Act and 
the Interstate Commerce Clause of the U.S. Constitution.
Telling this story, Grampa was amazed. He said that when Congress 
passed the Wagner Act, it never dreamed that it would be construed as 
applicable to window washers.
A similar issue arose from a ruling by the U.S. Labor Department’s 
27  William Kauffman, “Social Security’s Cassandra,” The American Enterprise 8(1)(1997): 80.
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Wages and Hours Division that miners were entitled to compensation for time 
traveling from mine surface to work place. Workers in other industries then 
demanded “portal-to-portal” pay for all time spent on company premises. In 
1945, the Supreme Court ruled that the workers were entitled to portal-to-
portal pay, plus penalties, interest, and retroactive compensation under the 
Fair Labor Standards Act.
The Republicans took control of Congress in the 1946 elections, and 
possible congressional overthrow of the Supreme Court decision became a hot 
issue. My brother Jim and I jumped into the controversy, by sending Grampa a 
letter, purportedly on the letterhead of a shyster lawyer, demanding portal-to-
portal back-pay for services as his hired men in the period 1939–1946.
Our fictitious lawyer contended that we should be paid for triple or even 
home run damages for many of the activities we had undertaken on Grampa’s 
farms. The activities we listed give a pretty good idea of what agriculture was 
like in the Genesee Valley in those days:
1. Time spent walking to barn from house and to house from barn at 
establishment known as Hampton on Mt. Morris Road, Livingston 
County, New York, morning, noon, and night.
2. Accrued time spent on North Farm Flats walking back for water 
jugs.
3. Time spent getting out of cars, opening gates, and getting back into 
cars on visits of employer, especially around Hartford Farm.
4. Time spent washing up at noon during harvest time.
5. Medical liabilities for colds contracted picking sweet corn (by hand 
in a drizzling rain).
6. Time spent at establishment of Stuart Bush at Shaker’s Crossing 
while he looked through stock and found there weren’t any binder 
slats. Also time spent going to Livonia and Avon in further search of 
binder twine, and in taking said twine to Sam Macauley, Sr.
7. Time spent surreptitiously standing on scales when weighing stock. 
As this comes under the head of hazardous duty, no telling what 
damages are appropriate here.
Items 5 and 6 warrant further explanation. Drippy weather was suitable 
for picking sweet corn. Stuart Bush was the proprietor of the International 
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Harvester Agency located on the Mt. Morris Road, just on the far side of 
Canaseraga Creek, near Hampton. Many a time, when a machine broke down, 
all work stopped for the time being, and we had to go to the International 
Harvester Agency for parts. We thought that International Harvester, along 
with the Big Three auto companies, was going to take over the world. The 
references to Avon, Livonia, and Sam Macauley, Sr., were meant to show how 
far we might have to go portal-to-portal between jobs. Avon was to the north, 
Livonia was east of Conesus Lake, and Sam Macauley, Sr., ran the Maple Farm, 
way to the south near Dansville.
Jim and I closed our letter with a warning about a possible claim under 
what we called the Mother Nature Act, for portal-to-portal travel “betwixt 
house and sanitational facilities.”
Grampa could have responded to our demands in summary fashion by 
pointing out that he paid Jim and me by the month, and not by the hour. Our 
monthly salaries had grown from around $20 to $100 or more. Instead, he 
took the trouble to consider and reject our claim, by way of a prompt response 
by letter to our fictional lawyer on January 28, 1947. In it, he said:
Your letter of recent date, announcing the determination of two 
young men to bring an action against me for exploiting them as 
agricultural workers and failing to live up to the provisions of 
law with respect to portal-to-portal pay, reached me here at the 
nation’s Capitol yesterday. I have read your letter with great care 
and find myself in a very puzzled condition. Frankly, I cannot 
remember your two young clients. I note they claimed that they 
worked for me. That claim does not identify them. It may very 
well be that I gave them some assurance of employment, but if I 
did I was not in my right mind. And if you as their attorney drag 
this case into court, naming me as the defendant, I warn you 
now that I shall have no difficulty whatsoever in persuading the 
jury and the presiding judge that I am non compos mentis and 
have been for a long time. So, go as far as you like. You haven’t a 




Later on that year, the Republican Congress enacted the Portal-to-Portal 
Pay Act of 1947, which provided that time spent traveling to and from the job 
and getting ready to work was not part of the statutory workweek under the 
Fair Labor Standards Act.
Grampa had no use for political gestures. Typically, when the president 
of the United States signs a bill into law, he makes a photo opportunity out of it. 
He calls in the members of Congress responsible for passage of the bill and has 
them stand behind his desk while he signs the bill and the photographers snap 
a group picture. Instead of using one pen to sign his name, the president uses 
several of them, writing a letter or two of his name with each pen, or pretending 
to. Then he distributes the pens to the assembled faithful, maybe saving one or 
two pens to give to other members of Congress not present. Many such pens, 
framed and labeled, adorn the office walls of politicians.
According to Granny Wadsworth, FDR sent Grampa one of the old-
fashioned ink pens with which he signed the extension of the Selective Service 
Act in 1941. The pen had a wooden shaft and a detachable metal nib. When 
Grampa opened the package containing the pen, he turned to Uncle Jerry, there 
present, and said, “You want it?” “No sir.” “Neither do I.” Whereupon Grampa 
broke the pen in half and tossed it into the wastebasket.
Around that time, I became personally aware of Grampa’s feelings 
about ceremonial pens. One day, late in the afternoon, I happened to be sitting 
on a chair in the library of 3263 N Street. Next to me in the back corner of the 
room stood a butler’s desk, with a dropdown front for use as a writing surface. 
The library was on the same floor as the front door. I heard the door open, and 
soon Grampa stuck his head in the library door. He said, “Franklin signed a bill 
extending the Neutrality Act today. He gave me one of the pens he signed it 
with. Here’s a souvenir for you.” With that, Grampa launched the pen toward 
me. It flew by my ear and landed quivering in the green baize writing surface 
of the desk. When Grampa died in 1952, I inherited the desk. For many years it 
served as a silent reminder of the ceremonial pen incident.
However, Grampa saw nothing wrong in politics as such. As a Republican 
he was pleased when General Eisenhower was elected president in 1952. At 
the time, Eisenhower, a novice in politics, expressed satisfaction that he was 
not a politician. It was the only time I ever heard Grampa criticize Eisenhower: 
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“He shouldn’t have said that. I’m a politician, and I’m proud of it.”
On another occasion, I accompanied Grampa to the Capitol. We ran 
into Congressman Carroll Reece, a Republican from East Tennessee. Grampa 
greeted Reece warmly and introduced me to him. Reece seemed amused 
when Grampa jokingly claimed that he and Reece were the only two veterans 
in the House who entered military service as privates and came out without 
promotion. In fact, Grampa was exaggerating. While Reece did enlist in World 
War I as a private, he was promoted to first lieutenant. Grampa later told me 
that Reece was a hero who had won the Distinguished Service Cross, along 
with a Purple Heart.
Grampa was a friend and mentor to colleagues on both sides of the 
aisle. He respected colleagues who had served in the trenches of Congress with 
him, even if they turned out to have feet of clay. During World War II, Andrew 
Jackson May, a Tennessee Democrat, chaired the Military Affairs Committee of 
the House. Overall, he did a good job. But as time passed, he got into hot water. 
He did not endear himself to the military by calling for the executions of Admiral 
Kimmel and General Short, the unfortunate Navy and Army commanders in 
charge when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Then 
he was tried and convicted of financial misconduct relating to war contracts. 
An old man and pitiful, he stood before the judge to be sentenced. When asked 
if he had anything to say, he responded that he had never smoked or taken a 
drink his whole life, so that he could live a happy and healthy old age with his 
grandchildren. Unimpressed, the judge said that he would have to go to a very 
healthy place for the next two years or so and stay there, as the guest of the 
government. This scenario prompted me to make a cutting comment about 
May to Grampa. He turned on me, angry, and stuck up for the good May had 
done during his time on the Military Affairs Committee. Grampa instinctively 
eschewed the instinct to pile on the victim. His determined insistence that 
May’s pluses be weighed with his minuses applies equally forcefully to our 
consideration of many other public figures, ranging down through time from 
Bacon and Charles James Fox in England to Abe Fortas and Bill Clinton.
Public men have to deal with the press. I well remember sitting at the 
dinner table one night at Hartford House with Granny and Grampa. A maid 
came in and said there was a reporter on the line who wanted to talk to 
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Grampa. Granny said, have the reporter call back after dinner. Grampa said 
something like, No, he’s got a job to do, and I must go and talk with him—
which he promptly did.
On the other hand, Grampa had a chilling comment to make about 
Drew Pearson, a gossip reporter who criticized Grampa one day in his column. 
Foolishly, I brought a rope to the hanging by asking Grampa if he had seen 
Pearson’s column. When Grampa said he had not, I read it to him and asked 
him what he thought. Grampa observed, “I would not have him in my house.” 
Given Pearson’s reputation as a social climber, this was a telling remark.
Grampa spoke no foreign language, and I can recall meeting only one 
foreign friend. One day, at 3263 N Street, Grampa introduced me to his and 
Granny’s friend, Zinovi Pechkoff, a one-armed Russian general in the French 
Foreign Legion. Grampa and Granny probably had made his acquaintance 
through the Moukhanoff connection. Pechkoff had a romantic past. In World 
War I, he had been an officer in the czar’s army. After the Russian communist 
revolution in 1917, he escaped to join the Foreign Legion. He lost his arm 
fighting the Riffs of Algeria. He 
wrote a book, The Bugle Sounds, 
about his adventures in the Legion. 
When the United States 
entered World War II, the 
congressmen, and Grampa among 
them, were showered with 
requests for help by soldiers and 
their parents. Grampa told me 
of a sad case where the father 
of a young officer had written 
to Grampa, complaining that his 
son had not been paid for several 
months. Grampa looked into the 
matter, and had to show the father 
his son’s signature on the payroll.
I tried to enlist in the army 
in 1943, but was turned down Grampa’s friend, Gen. Zinovi Pechkoff,  c. 1926
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because of my eyesight, or lack of it. Grampa arranged with General Ulio, the 
Adjutant General, for me to sign a waiver and I was accepted.
On one occasion, when I was stationed at Camp Lee, Virginia, I got 
a weekend pass and headed to 3263 N Street, arriving in the early evening. 
Grampa welcomed me warmly, saying that there were a few other privates like 
me present. In fact, the house was full of senior military officers, most of them 
generals, and he introduced me to them. Several months later, I complained to 
Grampa about the failure of the army to put me in a unit. He told me at the time 
that he used me as an example when parents called to complain about the way 
the military was treating their sons.
In retrospect, I was very lucky that during my time in the service, my 
grandparents were always upbeat, both in their letters and when I could visit 
them on pass or furlough. They were similarly supportive of my Uncle Rev. In a 
February 1945 letter to Rev, Grampa said, “We do not worry too much. We just 
stop and think occasionally. You are doing a grand job and when I see you I am 
going to tell you how proud we are.”
On June 20, 1945, as I was about to be redeployed to the Pacific Theater 
with the 979th Engineer Maintenance Company, looking toward a bloody 
invasion of Japan, Grampa wrote to me, saying: “Obviously, your mother and all 
the rest of us are filled with curiosity and interest.” Grampa was reticent, but 
the undercurrent of strong affection and support in his letters was a morale 
builder.
After VJ Day, U.S. troops in the Philippines, of whom I was one, 
understandably wanted to get home as fast as possible. I remember that 
communist agitators among the troops in Manila sought to stir unrest among 
us by claiming that the Truman administration intended to send us to China to 
fight the Chinese communists instead of bringing us home. Grampa wrote me 
a long letter on October 16, 1945. By this time, I was stationed in the General 
Engineer District Motor Pool in Manila. He said:
It looks like you get out next spring. Wish it could be earlier but 
I guess it is right to let the longer service men come home first. 
Incidentally, I use you as an example in explaining this discharge 
business to angry parents who write to me demanding that 
their boy be discharged immediately, especially if he is young 
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and has not been in the Army long. When I cite your case the 
correspondence stops. If I can’t get you out how can I get her 
boy out?
Another morale builder for me occurred in November 1945. I came 
back to the United States from the Philippines on a hospital ship, in need of a 
knee operation. Grampa made inquiry on my behalf and assured me and my 
parents that the army surgeon who was to operate on my knee at Woodrow 
Wilson General Hospital in Staunton, Virginia, was a top-notch orthopedist.
On another evening, one that I was to recall some years later, Grampa 
came back to the house in an exhausted state. He told us that he had just spent 
several hours trying to get one of his colleagues to do the right thing instead 
of the politically expedient thing. He thought he had been successful, but he 
wasn’t sure. He mentioned the congressman’s name. I remembered it.
-
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As long as I knew Grampa, he never seemed to age. Or change. He 
continued to look like the old ball player he was, balding and gray-haired, 
stocky and square-rigged, alert and active. He stood so erect that he appeared 
taller than his 5' 10". Once, as kids will do to each other, I felt his bicep. Hard as 
a rock. He had an arm on him like a butcher.
Unlike his father, the Boss, who had a sweeping cavalry mustache, 
Grampa was clean shaven. He told me that the Boss never shaved himself, 
but had a barber trudge over from Geneseo once a week to Hartford House 
to shave him. Grinning ruefully, Grampa told me that once, when he was only 
twenty-five years old, he grew a mustache himself. To his dismay, it came out 
iron gray. It made him look like an old man, so he shaved it off.
Other than his curly toes, Grampa had only one other unusual physical 
characteristic. At some point in his baseball career, a thrown or batted ball 
broke his right index finger, and it healed crooked. When making a speech, 
Grampa would point that finger for emphasis. It is visible in a photo of him 
taken during World War I, as he stood on the steps of the Sub-Treasury Building 
on Wall Street, in New York, exhorting a crowd to buy war bonds. Curiously, his 
father, the Boss, had had the same finger broken in the same way.
Grampa had a fine head and strong features that suggested his strength 
of character. His presence singled him out for attention in a crowd. In repose, 
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his face looked serious, but his joie de vivre lay just beneath the surface and 
would break out often into a broad grin or a chuckle. He was never gloomy, 
never pontifical, never puritanical. He was good company.
Grampa was a conservative dresser, and usually wore a complete dark 
suit, single, never with a vest, or else double-breasted. He was proud of buying 
his suits off the rack. Occasionally, he would wear a sport coat and gray flannels. 
Once, during my college salad days, I told him that I had paid $150 for a suit. 
He was shocked. He said he’d never given more than $100 for a suit in his life. 
He fancied bow ties. In his day, men always wore a hat, year round. In winter, 
his was an imposing gray fedora, and in summer a panama, or a jaunty coconut 
straw.
When it came to footwear, however, Grampa indulged himself. Maybe 
he wanted to pamper his curly toes. He must have paid about as much for 
his shoes as he did for his suits. His Peal English shoes came from Brooks 
Brothers. Numerous pairs, shined glossy in the back of the house, were ranged 
on his closet floor. They included a couple of pairs of old-fashioned brown lace-
up shoes he wore when tramping around barnyards. Whether by extension 
of his interest in shoes, or by way of gifts from Granny Wadsworth, Grampa 
always wore fancy, often two-toned French lisle socks, heavily embroidered 
with elaborate clocks. In summertime, his light-colored socks went well with 
his brown and white wingtip summer shoes. And, of course, when we went 
for a swim at Sand Point on Conesus Lake, we would go to the little dressing 
room there, smelling strongly of cedar, where he would change into a two-
piece bathing suit, featuring dark trunks, a striped sleeveless singlet top, and 
a white belt.
Art and archives did not enter much into Grampa’s life. However, a 
notable art and archive event occurred one evening in Hartford House. After 
dinner, my brother Jim and I, along with our wives, were sitting in the living 
room with Grampa and Granny. To our surprise, Grampa produced from 
somewhere several beautiful hunting prints by Frost, which he divided among 
us. Then he showed us a half-sheet of paper, the record on a standard printed 
form of a court case in Connecticut in the early 1700s, reciting that one of his 
ancestors, a justice of the peace, had fined several men for playing cards on the 
Sabbath.
115
The only regular exercise Grampa got was going up steps two at a time, 
a lifetime habit. Occasionally, he would take a scythe and cut down weeds in 
the front pasture of Hartford House. He hated burdocks. Surprisingly, for one 
who had been a superior athlete in his youth, Grampa didn’t follow college or 
professional sports. For several years when I was a youngster, he and I had a 
ritual golf game annually, usually at the Livingston Country Club near Geneseo, 
but his heart wasn’t in it.
I remember Grampa as wearing glasses only to read. He read a good 
deal. The New York Herald Tribune, the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle, 
and the Washington Evening Star all come to mind. His book-reading taste 
ran to biography and military history. After retirement, he kept a scrapbook. 
I remember a photo in it, of a formation of marching West Point cadets. 
Underneath it, Grampa had written in his strong, angular hand: “Good. Dammit, 
it’s perfect.” He had no real hobbies, nor was he a hunter, a collector, or much 
of a vacation traveler. He and Granny visited Hawaii once, one of the few times 
he ever left the United States after his marriage.
Grampa was a cigarette smoker and a rye drinker. He smoked Lucky 
Strikes, by the pack or occasional Flat Fifty tin. Every year, cousin Jock Whitney 
sent him a sizable wooden humidor full of H. Upmann cigars, but they dried 
out unsmoked during the course of the ensuing year.
Nobody ever complained about Prohibition in our family. It did not seem 
to interfere with domestic life. During Prohibition, the Niagara Frontier was a 
gauzy barrier between the United States and Canada and folks like my family 
regarded liquor almost as a staple or medicine. One afternoon after Repeal, I 
happened to be in the dining room at Hartford House, when Grampa came in 
the room and marched purposefully to a side table by the French window on 
which stood a carafe of rye, a pitcher of water, and some tumblers on a tray. He 
poured himself a solid four-plus fingers of rye, christened it with a splash of 
water, and drank it off at one gulp. Turning, he noticed me and said, “I needed 
that.” He slapped himself on the chest, left the dining room, and continued on 
his way. It was, in fact, a heavy-drinking era, to which testify numerous now-
unwanted martini pitchers in antique stores and resell-it shops. But I never 
saw Grampa noticeably under the influence.
Years later, in the spring of 1960, I was reminded of that scene in the 
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dining room. Dad was running for President. His campaign sent me to upstate 
New York to try to round up some delegates who would vote for Dad at the 
upcoming Los Angeles Convention. I was selected because of my Rochester 
birthplace, background as a farm hired hand, and marginal participation in 
New York City Democratic politics. Upstate towns tended to be Republican and 
Protestant, and upstate Democratic leaders tended to be Irish, Catholic, long-
term, and long-suffering. One such old-timer was my escort in Plattsburgh, 
New York. Either he already knew about Grampa, or the knowledge came out 
during conversation. The old Irishman proudly told me that when he was a 
young lad back in 1920, he had been one of the first in Plattsburgh to learn to 
drive a car. Grampa came to Plattsburgh, campaigning for re-election to the 
Senate. The city fathers asked my escort to chauffeur Grampa around the town, 
which he did. The old gentleman told me how much he had enjoyed the task. 
He said, “It was Prohibition then, but your grandfather didn’t pay any attention 
to it.”
Organized religion played no part in Grampa’s life. I never knew him to 
attend a church service, other than a wedding, including my own. Sunday 
morning at Hartford House was a time for the family to breakfast leisurely and 
then dive into the Sunday newspapers, in particular the New York Herald 
Tribune, a Republican organ which Granny’s father, John Hay, had once edited. 
Back porch of Hartford House, facing west
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As I grew up, I progressed from the comics, featuring Jiggs and Maggie in 
Bringing Up Father, the Katzenjammer Kids, Flash Gordon, and Buck Rogers, to 
the sepia rotogravure section, known as the “Brownies,” to the sports pages 
and ultimately the news columns when Russia invaded Finland.
Then came mid-day Sunday dinner. What a ritual. When I was old 
enough to come to table and sit with the grown-ups, I was installed in the “star-
vation corner,” to Granny’s left. She sat at one end of the table, the west end 
nearest the pantry, with her back to the French windows that gave out to the 
back porch. Beyond the porch lay an open field, which had a ha-ha to keep 
cattle from coming up on the porch.* More fields stretched off into a vista that 
took your eye all the way to the horizon, the beautiful Genesee Valley.
Typically, one maid served the entire dinner on a huge silver platter, 
with home-grown grass-fed roast beef in the center well, flanked by a mountain 
of mashed potatoes on one side and a green vegetable on the other. Another 
maid followed with the gravy boat. Granny was served first and fell to, and 
the others at table were served counter-clockwise, and followed suit with me 
being the last served.
Grampa sat at the other end of the table from Granny. More than once, 
he pointed out how much better his grass-fed beef, finished on a minimum 
of corn, tasted than the U.S. Prime beef you could buy in a grocery store. See, 
he would say, it’s just as tender. It’s closer-grained and the fat is transparent, 
not heavily marbled all through the meat like Crisco. Grampa was a meat 
and potatoes guy for sure. He was a prophet, too, because years later the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture discontinued the Prime category for health reasons. 
Now the top designation is Choice, which still doesn’t come close to Grampa’s 
grass-fed beef.
For dessert, we usually had home-made vanilla ice cream, mounded 
high on a platter, flanked by a choice of chocolate or maple syrup. Once or 
twice I got to help Joe Bovill, the houseman, make the ice cream by churning 
a cylinder full of mix, surrounded by salt and ice, in a freezer. You got almost 
the same satisfaction out of making ice cream that you did out of churning 
*The ha-ha, still there, is a landscaping feature also known as a sunk fence. Its principal 
purpose is to preserve a long vista without obstructing the view by a visible fence. About 
150 yards from the back porch, and invisible from it, the ground drops off perpendicularly a 
matter of four or five feet, thus creating a sunk fence.
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butter. You knew you were close to getting results when the paddle began to be 
hard to turn. In those days, fruits were enjoyed in season only, and one of the 
seasonal treats might be strawberry or peach ice cream, the latter late in the 
summer with the most delicate flavor of all.
Looking back to the 1930s, it may be difficult for younger readers 
to understand the typical mindset of well-to-do Protestant Americans in 
the eastern United States during the first half of the twentieth century. The 
cultural landscape was far, far from being politically correct. In fact, it reeked of 
prejudice, focused mainly against three different groups in American society: 
African Americans, Jews, and Irish and other Catholics. The treatment accorded 
these groups, dating back at least to the advent of cultural Darwinism, typically 
ranged from amusement over presumed foibles to mistrust, contempt, and 
discrimination. Even after the turn of the twentieth century, Irish immigrants 
were apt to be pictured in the public press as having simian characteristics. 
Great universities maintained Jewish quotas. Even in my day, some college 
fraternities excluded Jews, and Wall Street law firms discriminated against 
qualified Jews by faulting the absence of travel experience on their resumes. 
Until 1950 or so, the Payne Whitney Gym at Yale was a sporting art gallery, 
featuring rare, outsize Currier and Ives prints depicting in exaggerated, 
condescending caricature the hilarity of “Darktown” trotting races and baseball 
games.
Given this pervasive backdrop of intolerance and often cruel prejudice, 
it would have been understandable if my memories of Grampa would include 
a single example of a condescending or prejudiced remark having to do with 
race, creed, or color. Such remarks tend to stick in young people’s minds. But 
I never heard Grampa utter a single such remark, much less tell an ethnic or 
religious joke, however inoffensive. Moreover, as suggested by his reaction to 
FDR’s gallantry gap, Grampa never said anything that a woman might consider 
offensive, either.
Grampa’s attitude toward these issues reflected that of his grandfather, 
the General. Grampa was well aware of the fact that the General, a red-hot 
abolitionist, had switched from being a Democrat into being a founder of the 
Republican Party of New York because of the issue of slavery. As commander 
of the military district of Washington during the Civil War, he had connived to 
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prevent the return, mandated by law, of escaped slaves to their masters. And, 
after a trip down the Mississippi with his young son, who became the Boss, the 
General had reported to President Lincoln on measures to make it possible for 
newly freed slaves to become farmers and responsible citizens.
Race was only part of the problem in one matter that Grampa told me 
about. The first summer I boarded on a farm, some seventy-five years ago, one 
of the hired men was an African American. In his early twenties, he was a fine-
looking man, friendly and hard working. Despite his ragged clothes and beat-
up old felt hat, full of holes, there was something classy about him. He had an 
inborn knack for handling a team of horses, a knack that cannot be taught. As 
he drove an empty hay-rack back to the field, jingling at a fast trot, he would 
stand halfway back in the wagon box, holding the long reins in one hand. It 
was a form of showboating worth watching, to see how far back you could 
stand in the box and still control the team effectively. He was good at it, and 
obviously enjoyed his skill. The next summer, I went back to work in the fields 
of the same farm. My friend was gone. I asked Grampa what had happened to 
him. Grampa said sadly, “I had to let him go.” “Why, he was a good man?” “Yes. 
I know, and I feel badly about it. But my old farm manager in that area had 
just married a young wife. He complained to me that when his wife went to 
the grocery store, people taunted her about allegedly having an affair with the 
hired man. So it was a choice, farm manager or hired man, and I needed the 
manager.” Glumly, Grampa added, “What makes matters worse is that the wife 
ran off with another guy not long afterward.”
Grampa had high praise for Julius Kahn, the Jewish Republican 
Congressman who was instrumental in obtaining passage of the World War I 
Selective Service Act. In his 1950 oral history interview at Columbia University, 
Grampa amplified what he had previously told me:
Had it not been for the energetic and intelligent support 
of the [Selective Service] bill contributed by the ranking 
Republican member on the House Committee in Military Affairs, 
Congressman Julius Kahn of San Francisco, the bill might well 
have had a rough road. I think people should never forget the 
service which old Julius performed. He was a fine old Jewish 
gentleman, well advanced in years. He was a clear thinker and 
a real American patriot. He died a few years later, and it may be 
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remembered that he was succeeded by his widow, Mrs. Kahn, 
who endeared herself to all members of the House on both sides 
of the aisle.28
Grampa never had anything condescending or critical to say about Sam 
Amdorsky, the livestock buyer. Nor, for that matter, did it bother him that one 
of his Travers cousins had married Irving Berlin. I felt honored when I met and 
shook hands with our cousin Irving. In the late 1930s, my mother sang profes-
sionally in New York City. She and Mrs. Berlin would consult about the issues 
that arise between show-business artists, agents, and producers.
Nor did Grampa ever express any anti-Catholic feelings. His Geneseo 
cousin and friend, Porter 
Chandler, was a leading New 
York City lawyer and a 
distinguished Catholic layman, 
who created a monastery, Our 
Lady of the Genesee, on his own 
property in nearby Piffard. 
Religion played no part in 
Grampa’s excellent relationship 
with Al Smith—for sure a 
Catholic, even if he wasn’t really 
Irish on his father’s side, but the grandson of a Piedmontese immigrant. Then, 
too, Grampa was a long-continued mentor and supporter of Bill Donovan in his 
political career as a U.S. attorney in Buffalo, his candidacy for governor of New 
York, and his subsequent government service in World War II in the Office of 
Strategic Services, the predecessor of the CIA.
In fact, in his attitude toward Catholics, Grampa continued in the path 
taken by his grandfather before the Civil War. Grampa told me how one cold 
rainy day, his grandfather, out for a ride, saw a group of people huddled in a 
fence corner. When he rode over to inquire what they were up to, they told 
him that they were a Catholic congregation conducting mass outdoors because 
they had no other place to go. The General gave the congregation the land on 
which St. Mary’s Church stands in Geneseo. Further, Grampa said, the General 
28  Fausold, James W. Wadsworth, Jr., 104.
The first St. Mary’s R.C. Church,  
Geneseo, New York
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donated and sent an entire shipload of wheat to help relieve starvation in 
Ireland during the great Irish famine in the 1840s.
Grampa had a rich, resonant, and sonorous voice. No wonder he had not 
only sung with the Yale Glee Club, but had become a member of the university 
quartet, chicken bass or not. He would have made a great drill instructor or 
parade official. He could project his voice across a field or reach a hall full of 
people without using a microphone. I never heard Grampa make a speech 
but once. It was in a pavilion at Long Point Park on Conesus Lake, a rustic 
amusement park that Grampa used to own. It must have been around Labor 
Day. Colonel Toohey’s boat livery was doing a brisk business. The Colonel had 
a fleet of Chris-Craft speedboats, splendid in mahogany, teak, and chrome, 
which took people on excursions around the lake. The big holiday program 
featured Art “Batman” Bovill, the intrepid brother of Joe, the houseman at 
Hartford House. Art ascended several hundred feet into the air in the basket 
of a tethered hot-air balloon, then dove over the side. He was fitted out with a 
pair of rudimentary batwings fastened to his back. He made a couple of bat-
Grampa addressing a crowd at Genesee Valley Park, July 5, 1921
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like swoops in the empyrean before opening his parachute and fluttering safely 
down into the lake, there to be rescued by one of the Colonel’s speedboats.
It was getting on for election time. That evening Grampa addressed 
a bunch of farmers gathered in the park pavilion to hear their congressman 
and other public figures, all, presumably, Republicans. When it came time 
for Grampa to talk, I was astonished by what I heard. I expected something 
sort of low key and conversational. No way. Grampa was some kind of stump 
speaker. He started out slow, but after five or ten minutes he began to wave his 
famous broken index finger at the audience. Warming to the work, he had them 
jumping up and down and roaring with approval. His voice had the compelling 
power and persuasiveness I associated in later life only with successful self-
ordained Pentecostal preachers. It was a gift. The only record we have of 
Grampa speaking is a recording of a talk he made at a testimonial dinner given 
for him in Rochester when he retired from Congress in 1950. His voice sounds 
sort of like FDR’s, with the same exciting timbre, but less of a drawl.
Curiously—unlike his children, my mother, who sang professionally; 
Uncle Jerry, who had a great bass voice and played both the banjo and the guitar; 
and Uncle Rev, who sang in the choir of St. Michael’s Church in Geneseo—
Grampa did not continue to sing after he graduated from Yale. Nor did he ever 
play a musical instrument. But he loved to hear others sing, particularly if they 
sang in groups and harmonized, and he loved the world of vaudeville in which 
some of that singing occurred.
Thus, that excursion to the Folies Bergère in 1945 was consistent with 
Grampa’s lifelong love of popular music, and the skills and fun of vaudeville. 
Some of my earliest memories of Grampa are of standing by his side next to the 
big Victrola in the long library in Hartford House, watching him put on a record 
of the Mills Brothers or Jaroff’s Don Cossacks. His musical taste did not run 
to grand opera or symphonies. He loved the good close harmony of the Mills 
Brothers, which reminded him of his days as a member of the Yale quartet. He 
was just as enthusiastic about the play of bass against falsetto in the Russian 
liturgy and folk music sung by the Cossacks. As he listened, Grampa would cock 
his head to one side like the pooch in the RCA Victor “His Master’s Voice” ad.
In Grampa’s day, vaudeville was a big part of the American entertainment 
scene. Popular sheet music reveled in the multiple foreign and domestic 
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accents of the melting pot, from immigrants to Yankees. No one thought it was 
politically incorrect to imitate someone with a speech impediment—otherwise 
we never would have heard “K-K-K-Katie.” Grampa had memorized a Weber 
and Fields routine, a takeoff on Whittier’s “Barbara Fritchie,” done with a heavy 
German accent: “Hop von die madows, reech mit corn. The clustered shpires of 
Fraderick shtend Grin walled by die hills von Maryland.” And then Stonewall 
Jackson’s punchline: “Who touches a hair von dat old gray head. Dies like a dog, 
old Jack, he said.”
Grampa knew how the dramatic would impress a kid. One day he told 
me about what happened when he went to a vaudeville show that featured 
Marie Dressler. She had a powerful voice that she used to good effect later 
in life when she became perhaps more famous as Tugboat Annie. The show 
Grampa attended featured, along with Dressler, a midget act. As the name 
implies, such an act consisted of a group of tiny people running around the 
stage performing stunts. Other such peripatetic acts included the bricklayers, 
in which hod carriers scurried up and down scaffolding, and dog acts in which 
talented canines did the same. On this particular occasion, the midgets had 
performed, and Dressler was on stage solo. Suddenly, a fire broke out in the 
theater, and the lights went out. People began to scream and rush for the exits. 
Panic threatened, and with it a real catastrophe. Then Dressler’s mighty voice 
rang out over the confused babble of the frightened audience: “Somebody get 
me out of here, I’m up to my ass in midgets.” The ensuing laughter calmed the 
panic, and no one was hurt.
Those were the days of Amos and Andy on the radio, when people still 
remembered Al Jolson as the famous “last of the mammy singers.” Grampa 
enjoyed listening to records made by another vaudeville team, The Two Black 
Crows. The routines of the Crows had sunk into his memory, and, played often, 
they more or less sank into mine. Several of them were agricultural, which may 
have enhanced their appeal to Grampa. “What business are you in?” “We’re 
raising goofer feathers.” “What are goofer feathers?” Now solemnly, didactically, 
“Goofer feathers are”—pause—“the fuzz off peaches.” With Grampa, it may 
have been a sort of schadenfreude. There wasn’t much money in farming for 
either the Crows or Grampa. “What are you doing now?” “We’re raising pigs.” 
“What do you pay for them?” “Four dollars.” “What do you sell them for?” “Four 
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dollars.” “You can’t make any money that way.” “We found that out. Excuse me. 
I have to go look after the pigs.” “I’ll be along after a while. You better keep 
your hat on so I’ll know you.” One of the Crows thoughtfully observed that his 
white horses ate more than his black horses. “Why?” his friend asked. “I don’t 
know, unless it’s because I have more white horses than I have black horses.” 
“I been to the doctor.” “What’s wrong with you?” “He said my veins is too close 
together.” “What do you mean, your veins is too close together?” “He said I have 
very close veins.” In cold print, it looks and sounds ridiculous, but to a small 
boy standing by a Victrola with his grandfather, it created a bond that remains 
as strong today as it was over seventy years ago.
When I was around ten years old, Grampa and Granny took me to a 
matinee vaudeville show in Washington, DC. The featured act was an old-timer 
named Al Trahan. He played the piano, and Victor Borge must have copied his 
act. For his finale, Trahan bowed to the audience and said, “I’m now going to 
play Chopin’s ‘Minute Waltz’ in thirty seconds flat.” He twirled the piano stool 
ostentatiously, sat down, and began. Soon, however, it became clear that while 
his right hand was faithful to Chopin, his left hand had gone off on a frolic and 
excursion of its own, and had launched into “The Stars and Stripes Forever.” 
Mesmerized, Trahan stood up, turned halfway toward the audience, and 
saluted them with his right hand, still banging away on the Stars and Stripes 
with his left hand. Grampa loved it.
I never heard Grampa swear. He was unpretentious, clean-minded, well 
spoken, and invariably courteous to men and women alike, without being in 
any way unctuous. He certainly was patient. He and Granny did not get really 
angry with me when I flooded the front hall of Hartford House accidentally. In 
an effort to develop a picture of a leaf in the sink in the second-floor bathroom 
over the front hall, I forgot and left the water running. The sink overflowed and 
the water came down through the ceiling of the front hall. Nor did I catch much 
hell for kicking a fly on the French window in the dining room. The only time I 
remember Grampa becoming noticeably upset was when I told him I had been 
shooting pigeons around a barn with a .22 caliber rifle. Justifiably, Grampa was 
worried that if I accidentally shot holes in the barn roof, rain would get in and 
rot the hay stored inside the barn.
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Grampa did have his dislikes, among them posturing, showboating, and 
pretentiousness. But he was notable for principles, not prejudices. He was slow 
to condemn, and fiercely loyal to his congressional colleagues. He respected the 
human dignity of all people. He might criticize conduct he observed or analyze 
issues, but he never passed along mere hearsay gossip. Although his values 
and character were that of a churchman, he focused his life steadily on the 
public interest, not personal salvation. However, while friendly and outgoing, 
he wasn’t into bonhomie. He and his friend General Marshall called each other 
by their last names. 
Grampa wasn’t a joiner, belonged to few if any local social clubs or 
organizations, and didn’t play cards or poker. He was on good terms with his 
extended family in the Geneseo area. He appreciated their achievements, and 
never dwelled on their shortcomings.
Neither Grampa nor Granny displayed much interest in so-called 
“society,” whether in Washington, DC, or elsewhere. One afternoon, Granny 
came inside the front door of 3263 N Street and announced triumphantly, “A 
new record, forty minutes flat.” She had just 
been to another White House reception, 
where she had managed to go through the 
receiving line and make her exit as quickly as 
possible. The forty minutes included travel 
time to the White House and back.
Just as Granny was not awestruck by 
the prospect of a White House reception, 
Grampa did not dwell on the fact that his 
father’s sister, Elizabeth, had, by a second 
marriage, entered the British nobility as Lady 
Barrymore, the wife of Arthur Smith-Barry, 
1st Baron Barrymore. Elizabeth’s daughter 
by her first marriage, Helen Agnes Post, 
Grampa’s Cousin Nellie, had then become 
the Countess of St. Germans by her marriage 
to the 8th Earl, Montague Eliot. Grampa and 
Granny enjoyed Cousin Nellie’s company. 
Lady Barrymore (née Elizabeth 
Wadsworth) with her daughter,  
Grampa’s cousin Nellie
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Grampa told me of Cousin Nellie’s salty observation about her title: “Jim, this 
Countess racket is not what it’s cracked up to be.”
When in Geneseo, Grampa seemed to pour his considerable energy into 
public service and his love of the land. Of an evening, he was glad to shed the 
cares of office and farm management in the peaceful atmosphere of Hartford 
House that he shared with Granny. I just can’t remember Grampa and Granny 
as going to or giving dinner parties. What I do remember is that after dinner 
Grampa and Granny would read their books, and I would delve into the many 
volumes of the Book of Knowledge arranged on a shelf in the library.
Grampa was land poor, and never otherwise significantly possession 
conscious, let alone interested. He lived in an era where social status was to a 
significant extent measured by what kind of car a man drove, and how often 
he traded it in for a new one. Trading-in was especially popular in Geneseo, 
because it lies in the Great Lakes Snow Belt, and road salt eats cars alive in 
a few short years. But Grampa kept his cheap blue stickshift Ford coupe for 
many years. It furnished transportation. That’s all he needed.
Grampa never complained of aches, pains, or illness of any kind. He 






Grampa did not seek re-election to Congress in 1950. At the time, it did 
not seem to me that he had become significantly older, physically or mentally. 
The only noticeable change in his behavior was that he began to take a nap 
before dinner, reclining on the couch on the west side of the living room.
It wasn’t until shortly before 
Grampa’s death on June 21, 1952, 
that I became aware that he suffered 
from incurable colon cancer. He never 
even hinted at it to me. I attended 
his memorial service in the National 
Cathedral in Washington on June 25. His 
coffin was draped with the American 
flag. Afterwards, the family boarded the 
“rattler” that Grampa had taken so many 
times before, for the overnight trip to 
Canandaigua. After a simple, austere 
Episcopal burial service in Geneseo, 
Grampa was laid to rest in Temple Hill 
Cemetery in the family plot, amidst the 
graves of his ancestors. Once more, his 
coffin was flag-draped. Several aged 
Notice appearing in the June 26, 1952, 
Livingston Republican
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veterans of the Spanish-American War formed an honor guard around it. They 
wore navy blue uniforms and white service caps. Before the coffin was lowered 
into the ground, they carefully removed the flag and folded it into a triangle. 
Mumbling a few words of consolation, they presented it to Granny Wadsworth.
I was very glad that I had never seen Grampa looking like anything but 
his old self. Walter Lock, the Cockney chauffeur, had visited him in the hospital 
shortly before his death. Walter told me how shocked he was to see how the 
poor man looked.
After the funeral, I made my way back to Hartford House, arriving there 
a few minutes after Granny Wadsworth. She was already sitting in her chair in 
the living room as I stepped into the library. I was not the first to be with her. 
As I passed by the desk in the library, a mourner who had already presented 
his condolences to Granny came out of the living room toward me. I recognized 
him. He was the very New York congressman with whom Grampa had spent 
so much time all those years before, persuading him to buck up and do the 
right thing in the public interest. I sensed that the congressman was grateful to 
Grampa for a clear conscience. I greeted the congressman as he bustled by me. 
And I was tempted to tell him, “I know why you got over here so fast.”
In a letter to his wife written three days before he was mortally wounded 
in the Wilderness, Grampa’s grandfather, General James S. Wadsworth, said: 
“I wish I could tell you how much I love you and our dear children and how 
anxious I am that all should go well with you, that you will all live in affection 
and kindness, and that none of our dear children will ever do anything to tarnish 
the good name which we who are here hope to maintain on the battlefield.”
In his oral history memoirs, Grampa said of his father:
 . . . (H)e was constantly instructing me and reminding me about 
subjects involving one’s honor, which meant to him telling the 
truth and nothing but the truth—never tell a lie. If you are 
asked your opinion about anything, speak it even though it 
may be unpopular, what you say at the moment, whether you 
are in politics or in private life. When you are called upon to 
express a feeling or a conviction speak it right out and take the 
consequences. You may be mistaken but your conscience will be 
clear later on at least.29 
29  Fausold, James W. Wadsworth, Jr., 153.
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These stories show the connection in Grampa’s mind between his life 
and work and those of his forebears. He gave a lifetime of service to the land, 
to the State of New York, and to the United States of America. He saw his 
younger son Reverdy become a decorated veteran of World War II, and his son-
in-law, my father, be confirmed by the Senate for 
high positions six times without a dissenting vote. It 
would have seemed only fitting to him that his elder 
son, Uncle Jerry, would have a distinguished career 
in national public life, including a stint as U.S. 
Ambassador to the United Nations; that his 
grandson, my brother Jim, his namesake, would 
become President Lyndon Johnson’s Chief of 
Protocol and later serve four terms as a congressman 
representing the Second District of Missouri; and 
that his great-grandson, W. Stuart Symington, a 
career U.S. Foreign Service officer, would serve as 
U.S. Ambassador to Djibouti and Rwanda.
My father told me that when President 
Truman first asked him to come to Washington as chairman of the Surplus 
Property Board, he had consulted with Grampa about whether he should 
leave his job as president of Emerson Electric Company. Because of Grampa’s 
reputation as an arch-conservative, Dad expected that he would support Dad’s 
inclination to turn down the offer. Much to Dad’s surprise, Grampa said, with 
some heat, “You’ve been lucky under our system. If the President of the United 
States has asked you to help him in the difficult job he now faces, you should be 
honored to accept.” Dad took Grampa’s advice. And, although Dad had a good 
name of his own, he unquestionably benefited by Grampa’s reputation.
I too benefited by Grampa’s good name. In the 1970s, I had some 
business with the House Armed Services Committee. I met Congressman 
Hebert of Louisiana. When he discovered that I was Congressman Wadsworth’s 
grandson, he told me how much he esteemed Grampa.
Also in the early 1970s, when my brother was serving in Congress, 
his supporters put on a fundraising dinner for him in a banquet room of the 




Congressman Carl Albert, Democrat from Oklahoma, then or formerly Speaker 
of the House. I sat next to him at dinner and we reminisced. He said he had come 
to the House just as Grampa’s tenure was ending. Because of Grampa’s prior 
service in the Senate, his House colleagues still called him Senator. Albert said 
that Grampa always spoke kindly to younger members. He said that Grampa 
was the bravest man he ever saw, and I asked him why. Albert responded:
One day I was walking down a corridor in a House Office building 
and I saw your grandfather coming the other way, deep in 
thought. He greeted me, in his fashion, by my last name: “Hello, 
Albert.” I said, “Hello, Senator, you seem very thoughtful today. 
What’s the matter?” He said, “Albert, I’ve had a very difficult day. 
I’ve just come from a meeting with some of my constituents. I had 
to tell them that the last place I would put a Veterans Hospital 
was in my District.” 
Albert turned to me and said, “The least I would have said is ‘I’ll see 
what I can do’.”
Grampa never preached. Unlike Lord Chesterfield, famous for telling his 
son how to live, or, for that matter, his own father, the Boss, he never told my 
brother or me what to do with our lives. Rather, he led by example. He was the 
kind of leader who made you want to follow him because you had so much 
respect for him. Great soldiers, great sports coaches, and great clergy, along 
with great public men, inspire such respect. Hopefully, Grampa’s descendants 
will continue to regard his life and work as an inspiration to enter public 
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